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and suggestions.  

1 This complex was located at the east end of the city.

2 I center on the liturgical ceremonies of the major feast days because it 
demonstrates the recurrent program of liturgical activity in which the 
emperor participated. According to Albert Vogt, the major feast days 
on which the emperor would participate in the liturgical ceremonies 
at Hagia Sophia include Easter, Pentecost, Transfiguration, Christmas 
and Epiphany; see Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos, Le livre des 
cérémonies, ed. Albert Vogt (Paris: Société d’Éditions, 1935), 1:17.

The mosaic is so-named by its location inside the southwest 
vestibule of Hagia Sophia. The mosaic was first uncovered from its 
Ottoman layer of plaster at the end of the nineteenth century by 
architects and brothers Gaspare and Giuseppe Fossati. It was not 
unveiled to the public, however, until 1934, following additional 
restorative work by Thomas Whittemore, Director of the Byzantine 
Institute. For more information on the original restoration, see Thomas 
Whittemore, The Mosaics of St. Sophia at Istanbul: Second Preliminary 
Report Work Done in 1933 and 1937: The Mosaics of the Southern 
Vestibule (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1936).

3 The date of the mosaic is debated in the scholarship. This is due to 
the unknown nature of its commission. The majority of scholars, 
however, agree on a date in the mid- to late-tenth century. Thomas 
Whittemore dates the mosaic based on style and the inscriptions to 
the late tenth century. This would be during the reign of Basil II (r. 976-

1025). Whittemore suggests that the mosaic may have been installed 
between the years 986 and 994 when Hagia Sophia was closed for 
repairs. See Thomas Whittemore, Mosaics of St. Sophia, 30-31.  See 
also Whittemore, “On the Dating of Some Mosaics in Hagia Sophia,” 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 5 (Summer 1946): 34-45.

Leslie Brubaker suggests that the mosaic was created during 
the early tenth century under the reign of Constantine VII Porphy-
rogennetos (r. 913-59). See Leslie Brubaker, “Gifts and Prayers: The 
Visualization of Gift Giving in Byzantium and the Mosaics at Hagia 
Sophia,” in The Languages of Gift in the Early Middle Ages, ed. Wendy 
Davies and Paul Fouracre (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010), 33-61.

 Charles Rufus Morey, on the other hand, proposes a ninth-
century date by placing the mosaic under the commission of Emperor 
Basil I (r. 867-86). See Charles Rufus Morey, “The Mosaics of Hagia So-
phia,” Bulletin of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 2 (1944): 207-210.    

4 Liz James suggests that the mosaic places emphasis on the past emper-
ors in order to explain and legitimize contemporary Byzantine rule. 
Liz James, “A Partial Account of the Statues of the City and its High 
and Very Great Columns: Constantine’s Account of Constantinople,” 
in Constantine of Rhodes, on Constantinople and the Church of the 
Holy Apostles: with a New Edition of the Greek Text by Ioannis Vassis 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012), 159-180. 

Leslie Brubaker juxtaposes the mosaic with the so-called Leo 
mosaic located at the entry to the nave in Hagia Sophia. The Leo 
mosaic is thought to depict the Emperor Leo VI (r. 886-912), who is 
shown prostrating before Christ enthroned. Like the vestibule mosaic, 
the commission of the Leo mosaic is unknown. Brubaker identifies 
both mosaics as a general demonstration of imperial legitimacy. See 
Brubaker, “Gifts and Prayers.” 

Eliciting Liturgical Participation: The Southwest Vestibule Mosaic 
in Hagia Sophia

Katie Townsend

During the Middle Byzantine period (843-1261), the church 
of Hagia Sophia served as the seat of the patriarchate in 
Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul). Comprising what 
was then a larger complex, the patriarchal palace adjoined 
Hagia Sophia at the building’s south side, and the imperial 
Great Palace (no longer extant) was located across the open 
square to the south (Figure 1).1 The church proper was the 
setting for liturgical ceremonies in which the emperor regu-
larly participated. 

It is within the context of the liturgical ceremonies on 
major feast days that this paper examines the southwest 
vestibule mosaic in Hagia Sophia.2 The mosaic depicts the 
Theotokos and Christ child with Emperors Constantine I (r. 
324-37) and Justinian (r. 527-65) (Figure 2). It is dated by 
style and letter form of the inscriptions to the second half of 
the tenth century.3

Recently, scholars have limited their analyses to a read-
ing of the mosaic as a symbol of imperial legacy.4 The aim of 

the present work is to demonstrate that the mosaic should 
not be restricted to a single reading. This paper offers a new 
interpretation of the mosaic as a participatory image, one 
which was meant for the imperial view and guided the em-
peror in his role in the liturgy. For the scope of this inquiry, 
this need not be a specific emperor, but rather any emperor 
during the Middle Byzantine period. Consequently, the sig-
nificance of the mosaic’s location in the church, as well as 
the mosaic’s iconography and surrounding media, it will be 
argued, combine to reinforce the emperor’s liturgical role. 

The mosaic is located in a recessed niche under a 
semicircular arch above the door of the southwest vestibule, 
leading into the inner narthex (Figure 3). At the center of the 
mosaic is the enthroned Theotokos with Christ child, flanked 
by images of the posthumous Emperors Constantine I and 
Justinian. Theotokos is the Greek title given to the Virgin, 
and it translates to God-bearer. Her epithet Μ-Ρ ΘΥ (meter 
theou, Mother of God) is inscribed to either side of her 
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entrance to the narthex.” Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos, Book 
of Ceremonies, 14.
 This “curtain” refers to a metatorion or curtained booth. Gilbert 
Dagron, “Ceremonial and Memory,” in Emperor and Priest: The Im-
perial Office in Byzantium, trans. Jean Birrell (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 92. George P. Majeska describes the metato-
rion  as a “draped booth.” Majeska, “The Emperor in His Church,” 5. 
Hagia Sophia had two metatoria. In addition to the metatorion located 
in the vestibule, a metatorion was also located in the south aisle of 
the nave. See W. Eugene Kleinbauer, Saint Sophia at Constantinople 
(Dublin, NH: William L. Bauhan, Publisher, 1999), 46.  

12 The initial ritual acts of the liturgy are not performed in the public 
eye of the congregation, but rather in the presence of a limited and 
privileged audience which comprises only the emperor, the patriarch, 
and a selected number of their attending clergy and court officials. 
See Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos, Book of Ceremonies, especially 
Book one, Chapter one.

13 I give special thanks to Sarah Simmons for assisting me with retracing 
the choreography of the liturgical processions in Hagia Sophia and 
for her direction in my understanding of the vestibule space.

14 In his explanation of this transitional space, Gilbert Dagron suggests 
that once the emperor crosses the threshold of the narthex, he leaves 
his realm of supremacy. See Dagron, “Ceremonial and Memory,” 99.

15 Ibid.

5 Whittemore, Mosaics of St. Sophia, 24.

6 Ibid., 25. Translation by Whittemore. In Greek: “ΚΩΝCΤΑΝΤΙΝΟC Ο 
ΕΝ ΑΓΙΟΙC ΜΕΓΑC ΒΑCΙΛΕΥC.”

7 Ibid. Translation by Whittemore. In Greek: “ΙΟΥCΤΙΝΙΑΝΟC Ο 
ΑΟΙΔΙΜΟC ΒΑCΙΛΕΙΕ.” 

8 Henceforth De Ceremoniis will be referred to strictly by its English 
title, The Book of Ceremonies. Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos, The 
Book of Ceremonies: with the Greek edition of the Corpus scriptorum 
historiae Byzantinae (Bonn, 1829), ed. Ann Moffatt and Maxeme Tall 
(Canberra: Australian Association for Byzantine Studies, 2012). See 
especially Book one, Chapter one.

9 The choreography of the liturgy is also retraced by George P. Majeska. I 
rely heavily on Majeska, together with The Book of Ceremonies, for this 
paper. See George P. Majeska “The Emperor in His Church: Imperial 
Ritual in the Church of St. Sophia,” in Byzantine Court Culture from 829-
1204, ed. Henry Maguire, 1-11 (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks 
Research Library and Collection: Harvard University Press, 1997), 5.  

10 The Book of Ceremonies calls these court officials praipositoi.  Constan-
tine VII Porphyrogennetos, Book of Ceremonies, 14. The emperor is 
not divested of his crown on the occasion of his coronation. Majeska, 
“The Emperor in His Church,” 5.

11 The Book of Ceremonies states that the emperor’s crown is removed 
“by the praipositoi inside the curtain hanging in the vault...at the 

head.5 This depiction of the Theotokos follows the Middle 
Byzantine iconographic standard; she is frontal and occupies 
the place of honor in the composition. The two emperors are 
shown in an act of gift giving; each offers the Theotokos an 
architectural model that exemplifies their imperial contribu-
tions. Constantine is shown presenting a model of the city of 
Constantinople, which bears his name. He is identified by 
his accompanying inscription: “Constantine, the great Em-
peror amongst the saints.”6 Justinian presents a model of the 
church of Hagia Sophia. He is labeled: “Justinian, Emperor 
of illustrious memory.”7 The two emperors, as we shall see, 
do not follow the contemporary iconographic standard for 
imperial imagery. 

Beneath the mosaic is a marble revetment (Figure 4). The 
image is further framed by non-figurative mosaics that were 
installed throughout the building when Justinian constructed 
the church in the sixth century. In the vestibule, they cover 
the interior surface of the semicircular arch and extend along 
the walls to the vault (Figure 5). 

The Liturgical Procession and the Southwest Vestibule
Any interpretation of the mosaic’s meaning hinges on an 

understanding of the ritual space in which it is located. As a 
brief introduction, it should be recognized that the opening 
procession in the church began in the southwest vestibule. 
The liturgical processions in Hagia Sophia are known from 
the tenth-century De Ceremoniis or The Book of Ceremonies, 
compiled by the Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos 
(r. 913-59).8 

The Book of Ceremonies states that, after having crossed 
from the imperial palace, the emperor enters the church 

through the southwest portal (Figure 6A).9 Once inside the 
vestibule, his crown is removed by high members of the 
court.10 This is done in a draped booth located inside the 
vestibule.11 Bareheaded, he then passes through the door 
(above which the mosaic is located) to meet the patriarch 
and attending clergy who are awaiting him in the narthex 
(Figure 6B). In this space, the emperor kisses a cross and the 
Gospel Book, after which he and the patriarch exchange a 
kiss on the cheek. The two men then proceed in the narthex 
to the central imperial door where the emperor bows three 
times before entering the nave (Figure 6C).12 

As the choreography of the procession makes clear, the 
initial, ritual acts of the liturgy were performed within the 
space of the vestibule.13 It is important for a discussion of 
the mosaic to note that the southwest vestibule served as a 
space of transition, marking the divide between secular func-
tions and sacred functions of the liturgy.14 From the point at 
which the emperor crosses the threshold into sacred space, 
he demonstrates his recognition of the patriarch’s authority 
within the church, a fact evidenced by the divestment of 
his crown.15 It is significant then that the mosaic is located 
above this space of transition where the two heads of the 
body politic first meet and engage in a ritual exchange. The 
vestibule was also a significant space because it served as the 
emperor’s privileged and private entrance into the church; 
therefore, the mosaic would have been for the imperial view. 

Reinforcing the Imperial Role
Turning to a discussion of the mosaic’s iconography and 

surrounding media, one should consider what the mosaic 
might have communicated to the emperor within the space 
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16 Byzantine religious imagery is replete with iconography of offertory, 
deriving from scenes of the Adoration of the Magi taken from the 
Gospel account of Matthew.  For more information on scenes of gift 
giving, see Brubaker, Languages of Gift.

17 The image most likely also included a crown, but due to damage it is no 
longer clear. The dating to the ninth century is proposed by Cormack 
and Hawkins. See, Robin Cormack and Ernest J.W. Hawkins, “The 
Mosaics of St. Sophia at Istanbul: The Rooms Above the Southwest 
Vestibule and Ramp,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 31 (1977): 240.

18 In particular, depicting an emperor bearded was in vogue during the 
Middle Byzantine period. Kateryna Kovalchuck, “The Founder as a 
Saint: The Image of Justinian I in the Great Church of St. Sophia,” 
Byzantion 77 (2007): 205. 

19 See Brubaker, “Gifts and Prayers,” 33-61. See also James, “Constan-
tine’s Account of Constantinople,” 159-80.

20 In speaking specifically of the image of Constantine, Cormack and 
Hawkins argue that he does not take on the form of a “historical” em-
peror. This is in comparison to the depiction of the “typical” emperor 
in the fragmentary panel in the room above the vestibule. Cormack 

and Hawkins, “The Mosaics of St. Sophia,” 240. 
Whittemore identifies the image of Justinian as “imaginary,” 

suggesting that he is rendered more as a “mythological” figure than as 
a typical “imperial” figure. This is in comparison to other depictions 
of Justinian, such as the Ravenna panel and as he appears on coins. 
See, Whittemore, Mosaics of St. Sophia, 17-18.

 
21 George Majeska suggests that the emperor demonstrates his high status 

by gaining access to the sanctuary and “serving the altar,” as this access 
is reserved for members of the higher clergy. Majeska, “The Emperor 
in His Church,” 8. 

22 For a more in-depth analysis of the choreography and ritual exchange 
between the emperor and patriarch in the liturgy see Majeska, “The 
Emperor in His Church;” and Dagron, “Ceremonial and Memory.” 
See also Sarah C. Simmons, “The ‘God Bearing’ Patriarch: Hagia 
Sophia’s Apse Mosaic in Ninth-Century Byzantine Politics,” Chapter 
2 (MA thesis, Florida State University, 2011), electronic. 

23 Brubaker states that “Byzantine visual protocol identifies the central 
Virgin and child as the highest status participants.” Brubaker, “Gifts 
and Prayers,” 43.

of the vestibule. The imperial iconography is unique and 
therefore of particular interest. Although scenes of gift giving 
are common in the Byzantine Empire, we do not find in any 
other depiction a living Byzantine emperor offering a church 
or city.16 What is typical is the emperor offering monetary 
gifts, such as the depiction of John II Komnenos (r. 1118-43) 
in a later mosaic, also in Hagia Sophia (Figure 7). Thus, there 
is no contemporary imperial comparanda for the southwest 
vestibule mosaic. 

Another consideration is that representations of a 
posthumous emperor are not common for the Middle 
Byzantine period. The only exception is the case when a 
single past emperor was used as the prototype for a current 
emperor, usually to legitimize his rule. An example is found 
in the room above the southwest vestibule. In Figure 8, a 
ninth-century fragmentary imperial portrait depicts a figure 
generally accepted as a representation of Constantine I, 
which was meant to be understood as a prototype for the 
Emperor Basil I (r. 867-86).17 The southwest vestibule mosaic 
does not follow this tradition since there are two emperors 
depicted, and there is no known association with any specific 
contemporary ruler.

Furthermore, standard imperial imagery of this time 
functions to convey status or rank. Emperors are shown 
frontal, with a full beard, haloed, and wearing a crown.18 
Figure 9, an early tenth-century mosaic panel located in the 
gallery of Hagia Sophia, provides an example of this standard 
with the image of the Emperor Alexander (r. 912-13). In the 
vestibule mosaic, even though Constantine and Justinian are 
shown haloed and wearing crowns, they are beardless and 
oriented away from the viewer. They are therefore depicted 
in a manner not consistent with the standard for imperial 
portraits—but why? Might this speak to their larger function 
in the mosaic? 

Scholars have suggested that the atypical iconography 
purposely portrays the emperors in an ambiguous manner 

in order that any living emperor could associate himself with 
their image.19 It is important to note, however, that their 
iconographical ambiguity does not render them anonymous; 
they are, after all, identified by their naming inscriptions. 
Nonetheless, scholars generally interpret them not as histori-
cal figures—that is, not as the person of Constantine and 
Justinian—but rather as a unified symbol of the imperial 
line.20 This is supported by the fact that the figures are nearly 
identical to one another in terms of dress, orientation, and 
physical features. While not disagreeing with this reading, 
this paper argues that the emperors were intentionally de-
picted in an iconographically ambiguous manner to reflect 
and reinforce the role of the contemporary emperor in the 
liturgy of Hagia Sophia, since the emperor’s role in the lit-
urgy appears at times unclear and contradictory to his rank. 

This fact is made immediately evident by the divestment 
of his crown in the vestibule. It is further evidenced by the 
ritual acts that take place in the nave. In the space of the 
nave, the emperor assumes a secondary position to the pa-
triarch. His imperial status is demonstrated by his access to 
the sanctuary, but, at the same time, he enters this restricted 
space only at the invitation of the patriarch.21 Despite the 
fact that the emperor serves as Christ’s representative on 
earth, his access to the altar and the Eucharist is mediated 
by the patriarch.22 

This ritual exchange between the emperor and patriarch 
is conveyed through the mosaic’s composition and especially 
through the figure of the Theotokos. In the mosaic, the The-
otokos is placed at the center of the scene, emphasizing her 
typical role as the mediator between the faithful and God, 
with both emperors placed on either side.23 It is through her 
that they, via the act of giving gifts, access God. While this 
arrangement is standard, it recalls an important liturgical 
function of the patriarch. In the liturgy, the patriarch’s role is 
analogous to that of the Theotokos: as head of the clergy, he 
serves as the channel through which all in attendance—in-
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cluding the emperor—access God.24 It is reasonable then to 
suggest that the mosaic would have signified to the emperor 
a correlation between the function of the patriarch and the 
Theotokos. 

Additionally, the mosaic highlights the role of the pa-
triarch for the imperial view by visually emphasizing the 
figure of the Theotokos. This is accomplished by means of 
her inscribed monograms and the marble revetment located 
under the mosaic. While her monograms are customary, 
they are unique in the mosaic for their large size and bold 
inscription. During the restoration of the mosaic, they were 
measured to be larger than her head.25 In no other image 
do we find her monograms as visibly distinct as they are in 
the vestibule mosaic.26 

Regarding the marble revetment, its visible markings, 
as shown in Figure 4, join at the center to align with the 
figure of the Theotokos. This is not to suggest that either 
the mosaic or the marble were installed with any conscious 
consideration to the other, rather, one must take into ac-
count the possibility that this marble revetment, combined 
with the noticeable monograms, would have directed the 
eye of the viewer—i.e. the emperor—to the central image 
of the Theotokos. These accentuating elements would have 
encouraged the emperor’s contemplation of her and her 
intermediary role, and therefore would have reinforced the 
imperial role alongside the patriarch in the liturgy. 

Eliciting Imperial Piety and Benevolence
To highlight another important aspect of the emperor’s 

liturgical role, it must be considered that the emperor partici-
pated in ritual acts that indicated his piety and benevolence 
to the Church. One refers back to the sanctuary where the 
most salient demonstrations occur; namely, the emperor 
places a bag of gold coins on the altar table.27 The emperor’s 
donation is given visual expression in the figures of Constan-
tine and Justinian, who are shown in their own acts of gift 
giving to the Mother of God. This correlation between the 
contemporary emperor in the liturgy and the emperors in 
the mosaic is not drawn by the objects offered, but rather 
by the act of imperial donation. In the mosaic, Constantine 

24 Ioli Kalavrezou argues that, as a general rule, the Theotokos serves 
as an “appropriate [image] for the patriarch who, in his capacity as 
head of the clergy is, like [her], the mediator between the people and 
God.” See Kalavrezou, “Images of the Mother,” 171. 

  As dictated by Byzantine liturgical protocol, the patriarch, as lead-
er of the procession, held the place of honor in the liturgy. Thomas F. 
Mathews, The Early Churches of Constantinople: Architecture and Litur-
gy (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1971), 142.

25 This measurement is by Whittemore and is recorded in the 1930s 

and Justinian provide the example for the contemporary 
emperor to emulate in the nave. 

Supporting this message of imperial benevolence are 
the non-figurative mosaics framing the image. They serve as 
visible evidence of Justinian’s personal involvement in the 
construction of the church. While these mosaics are present 
throughout Hagia Sophia, it is reasonable to suggest that they 
become significant in this space when considered with this 
depiction of imperial gift giving. The collective image renders 
legible a combined message that not only recalls pious and 
charitable acts in the imperial line, but would have further 
guided the emperor’s actions in the liturgy, a significant and 
timely message for the emperor given his presence in the 
vestibule at the open of the liturgy. 

Conclusion
The intention of this discussion has been to offer a new 

interpretation of the vestibule mosaic as a participatory im-
age. While the interaction between the mosaic and its con-
temporary viewer may never be fully understood, through 
analysis of the image within the context of the tenth-century 
liturgy, it is clear that the mosaic should not be restricted to 
a single reading. As this paper has argued, the mosaic set 
the stage for the liturgy and established a precedent for the 
emperor’s liturgical performance. The atypical iconography 
of Constantine and Justinian, together with the accentuated 
figure of the Theotokos, is suggestive of the mosaic reinforc-
ing the emperor’s secondary position in the liturgy. This paper 
has also argued that the image of Constantine and Justin-
ian, with the surrounding non-figurative mosaics, evoked 
imperial demonstrations of piety and benevolence to the 
Church, and by so doing, further underscored the emperor’s 
liturgical role. Such a message would have held particularly 
strong connotations for the emperor within the space that 
preceded the liturgical ceremony, since it was there, in the 
southwest vestibule, that he could visually align himself with 
past emperors and contemplate his role alongside that of the 
patriarch in the liturgy.

Florida State University

restoration report of the mosaic.  The measurement of the Theotokos’s 
monograms includes the circles in which they are enclosed.  He takes 
the measurement of her head from the top of her maphorion, or head 
covering, to her chin, excluding her halo.  See Whittemore, Mosaics 
of St. Sophia, 24.  

26 Kalavrezou states that the epithet is “the largest and boldest inscriptions 
of these words ever made.” Kalavrezou, “Images of the Mother,” 171.

27 Mathews, Early Churches of Constantinople, 142.
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Figure 1. Map of Constantinople indicating location of Hagia Sophia and the imperial Great Palace. Indications: Katie Townsend.
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Figure 2. The southwest vestibule mosaic, tenth century, mosaic. Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey.

Figure 4. Detail with marble revetment underneath the mosaic. Image 
source: ARTstor, http://artstor.org (accessed 7 February 2015). Indication: 
Katie Townsend.

Figure 5. [facing page] View of the mosaic and vestibule vault showing 
surrounding non-figurative mosaics. Photo credit: Brad Hostetler.

Figure 3. Passageway from the southwest vestibule. Photo credit: 
Brad Hostetler.
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Figure 6. Floor plan of Hagia Sophia with details. Detail A. Indication of the emperor’s point of entry into the southwest portal, leading into the vestibule. 
Detail B. Location of the mosaic. Detail C. Location of the central imperial door leading from the inner narthex into the nave. Indications: Katie Townsend.
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Figure 7. John II Komnenos and Empress Irene with the Theotokos and Christ child, c. 1122, mosaic. Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. Image source: 
ARTstor, http://artstor.org (accessed 12 October 2014).  

Figure 8. Detail of Constantine I, ninth century, mosaic. Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, 
Turkey. 

Figure 9. Emperor Alexander, tenth century, mosaic. Hagia 
Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. Image source: ARTstor, http://artstor.
org (accessed 15 April 2015).
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Evidence of Animistic Practice at Casas Grandes:
Marine Shell and the Walk-in Well

Jennifer Clary

The settlement of Casas Grandes occupies a liminal space 
between the realm of Mesoamerica and Southwestern 
Puebloan society, exhibiting characteristics typically associ-
ated with both cultures. Located in present day Chihuahua, 
Mexico, Casas Grandes, also known as Paquime, was a 
bustling hub of activity and trade by the time of the Medio 
period, which spanned from 1200 to 1450 AD.1 During the 
Medio period, Casas Grandes was at the peak of its wealth 
and influence, with trade routes spanning thousands of 
kilometers from the rainforests of what is today southern 
Mexico to the massive civic center of Mesa Verde in south-
ern Colorado. The Medio period is also the time during 
which a mysterious phenomenon occurred where broken 
marine shells were amassed in an enormous hoard, known 
as the shell hoard. The shell hoard, this paper argues, is an 
important key towards understanding the worldview of Casas 
Grandes and how the city fit itself into that worldview. 

Since the first published findings in 1974 by renowned 
archeologist Charles C. Di Peso, the purpose of the shell 
hoard has been debated hotly among scholars. Di Peso, who 
excavated less than half the city, uncovered a grand total of 
3,909,096 shell artifacts.2 Of these millions of shell artifacts 
found, 2,914 pounds, or 3,819,664 objects were discovered 
in just two adjacent interior rooms in Building 8, and it is this 
mass that comprises the shell hoard (Figure 1).3 It cannot be 
overstated that both the size and nature of the hoard are at 
this point in time unique within both the Mesoamerican and 
Southwestern regional contexts. Of the contents of the hoard, 
3,740,308 of the artifacts Di Peso classifies as “beads,” these 
being defined as perforated shells. An overwhelming majority 
of these perforated shells belong to the genus Nassarius and 
are common in the shallow waters of the Gulf of California, 
400km away. This paper argues that Di Peso’s classification of 
these perforated shells as “beads” is not accurate, postulating 
an original theory, as well as examining the previous theories 
that have been used to explain the presence of a quantity 

of shells more than five times greater than any other shell 
hoard in the region.4 

Di Peso argued that the shell hoard represented the 
major source of industry for Casas Grandes and believed 
that the city served as a processing plant: accepting the raw 
shells; having a large number of slaves or lower class workers 
under the direction of a few elite managers work them on 
site; then passing the finished shell ornaments along through 
an extensive trade network to serve Mesoamerican mercan-
tile needs. Di Peso goes so far as to say that the structure of 
Building 8 is indicative of its nature as a shell-working facility. 
He claims that a low wooden covering or ceiling, discovered 
during excavations, represents a multi-level operation where 
slaves or workers were stationed on the floor above and 
worked the shell they pulled up from below through holes in 
their wooden floor (Figure 2). He speculated that the Toltec 
civilization established Casas Grandes as a trade outpost for 
the explicit purpose of distributing shell, though this theory 
was later definitively disproven due to more advanced dating 
techniques that firmly placed both civilizations thousands of 
years apart.5

There are several inconsistencies that arise with Di Peso’s 
theory. The first is that there are very few shell-working 
tools at Casas Grandes, and none were found accompany-
ing the hoard. There appear to be several small workshops 
spread through the settlement of Casas Grandes, but even 
if both members of every single family in the entire settle-
ment did nothing but work shell, the hoard still represents 
too great a mass to process; also, no debris or unfinished 
shells were found accompanying the hoard, and only forty-
eight broken or unfinished shell artifacts were discovered at 
Casas Grandes.6 This represents a sharp contrast with the 
well-documented Hohokam shell workshop at Snaketown, 
where excavation reports state that “all parts of Snaketown, 
whether house-fill or trash, regardless of age, are saturated 
with shell manufacturing residue of various kinds.”7 Di Peso’s 



18

ATHANOR XXXIII JENNIFER CLARY

10 Some of the confusion surrounding how the prestige goods model is 
used at Casas Grandes may be the fact that there is some evidence to 
suggest that finely worked shell ornaments could have been employed 
as prestige goods throughout the Southwest, but this is a separate issue 
from the roughly perforated Nassarius shells that comprise the shell 
hoard.

11 Whalen, “Wealth, Status, Ritual, and Marine Shell,” 631.

8 Ronna J. Bradley, “Networks of Shell Ornament Exchange: A Critical 
Assessment of Prestige Economies in the North American Southwest,” 
The Archeology of Regional Interaction: Religion, Warfare, and Exchange 
Across the American Southwest and Beyond, Proceedings of the 1996 
Southwest Symposium, ed. Michelle Hegmon (Boulder: University 
Press of Colorado, 2000), 167.

9 Bradley, “Shell Ornament Exchange,” 167-187.

explanation of the architectural context of the shells has also 
been called into question, with later authors theorizing that 
the “low ceiling” was actually a cupboard, vault, or other 
means of compartmentalizing the shell hoard.8 

An adaptation of Di Peso’s original theory was later 
formed by Ronna Bradley who posited that the hoard 
represents a stockpile for trade.9 This assertion is also prob-
lematic because the shells found in the generally accepted 
Casas Grandes trade network, whether perforated or in the 
form of finished beads, are more refined than those found 
in the hoard, and only a tiny fraction of the sheer mass of 
the hoard ever entered that network. The hoard is almost 
entirely comprised of low quality, perforated Nassarius shells. 
These are not trade-quality goods, and few examples of this 
species are found in either the neighboring communities or 
anywhere within the Casas Grandes trade network. Thus, 
the extant data does not support the theory that the Casas 
Grandes shell hoard was accumulated for the purposes of 
mercantile trade. 

An alternative theory that has gained great favor and is 
the most commonly cited explanation for the Casa Grandes 
shell hoard has been the prestige goods model. This model 
dictates the use of certain luxury commodities symbolically 
associated with cultural values and religious principles. This 
model is typically employed to explain concepts of social 
hierarchy and a justification for the use of power by the 
elite class. Elites do not retain exclusive control over these 
symbolic luxuries, but distribute them among themselves 
and to certain members of the lower class to establish or 
reinforce beneficial alliances. These goods also act as physical 
manifestations of the elite’s wealth and power and would 
typically be worn or displayed publicly to enhance one’s 
social status. This model is prone to instability and usually 
is believed to occur as a transitional stage of an attempt to 
consolidate political power on the part of a few extremely 
wealthy individuals competing for the largest share, and 
once this power is consolidated these individuals usually 
abandon the prestige model in favor of a more stable form 
of social control. 

The problems with applying this model to Casas Grandes 
are numerous. One reason why the prestige goods model 
has persevered is that it has been used with great success to 
explain behaviors and relationships in recent and contempo-
rary anthropological case studies, but there is shockingly little 
agreement among archeologists as to what evidence could be 
used to signify this model’s use in the past. The presence of 
luxury goods is not enough to indicate the model’s use, so it 
would seem the presence of a prestige goods-based economy 

is indicated by the nature of social and political interactions. 
This makes it seemingly impossible for the model’s use or 
presence to create a sound archeological record, and there-
fore this theory must go unsupported by physical proof. A 
lack of evidence leads to the same inconsistencies that seem 
to disprove Di Peso’s theories. In a prestige goods model, 
one would expect to find the item of prestige being traded 
with surrounding neighbors and important trade partners to 
cement and bolster relationships, and Nassarius shells are 
highly uncommon in both settings. If a central tenet of the 
prestige goods-based economy is social esteem and the visual 
presentation of wealth and power, how does this relate to the 
shell hoard? There is no reasonable way to present or wear 
several tons of shell, so of what use, within this model, is 
that massive pile of wealth to the person who cannot display 
it and does not seem to have distributed it?10 It has been 
speculated that the shell hoard could have been assembled 
as a sign of chiefly status, or construed as the divine sanction 
for the owner’s rule.11 Such a theory begs the question of 
how this hoard was displayed, since—when the legitimacy 
of the ruler is questioned—the visible proof of the justness 
of a ruler’s claim is often of supreme importance. A below-
ground, interior room with limited access would seem to be a 
poor place to make a grand statement of a ruler’s legitimacy 
or of divine approval for his claim to power. 

This author’s theory explains the shell hoard in terms 
of the relationship of Casas Grandes to the settlement’s 
natural environment. Casas Grandes, arguably more than 
any other site, was a city obsessed with the precious and 
limited resource of water. The people of Casas Grandes had 
substantially altered their surrounding environment through 
the use of an extensive irrigation system that flowed through 
individual homes and living spaces and also fed the terraced 
fields ideal for agriculture (Figure 3). As the scope of Casas 
Grandes agriculture grew to include new domesticated plants 
and fields of agave, the early irrigation ditches were widened 
into canals, and the role and importance of water to the 
community took on new religious significance. 

Water, like many limited resources, was regarded as sa-
cred to the people of Casas Grandes, as is clear from recently 
excavated Casas Grandes ceramics, offering caches at nearby 
water sources, as well as the evidence of ethnohistory that 
the people who lived there had a complex and coherent 
cosmological system that emphasized and revolved around 
the preciousness of this resource. In this system, which is 
similar to that shared by many Mesoamerican cultures, the 
universe is split into three worlds. The upper world, the sky, 
is home to celestial beings, whereas the middle world, the 
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14 Earthly snakes are often faithfully represented, and they are distinguish-
able by species and are modeled so as to emphasize the sinuousness 
of their movements and the coils of their bodies. Supernatural serpents 
have structural differences, such as horns or feathers, and are more 
angular in their depictions. VanPool and VanPool, Casas Grandes 
Shamans, 124.

15 Ibid., 118.

16 Ibid.

17 Ibid., 120.

18 It has been speculated that Cerro Moctezuma represents the cosmic moun-
tain to Casas Grandes, though this theory is, at the present time, difficult to 
prove or disprove. VanPool and VanPool, Casas Grandes Shamans, 132.

19 Di Peso et al., Casas Grandes, 515.

12 Supernatural serpents play a key role in the symbolic systems of many 
prehistoric groups, though the precise associations of these serpents 
seem to vary from group to group. Casas Grandes also represents the 
horned serpents in a unique fashion, with forward-pointing horns 
and with a negative outline of white, which are artistic conventions 
not seen elsewhere, even among their trading partners or closest 
neighbors. These artistic differences are interpreted as representing 
different worldviews regarding the horned serpent, and it is believed 
the serpent served very different roles within their respective societies 
as a result. VanPool and VanPool, Casas Grandes Shamans, 119.

13 Quetzalcoatl is frequently depicted as a feathered rattlesnake, but no 
horned serpent image at Casas Grandes has a rattle. Some scholars 
refer to the horned serpent as a “plumed serpent,” seeking to link 
this figure closer to the Mesoamerican tradition, though its depiction 
at Casas Grandes is so unusual and unique as to isolate it from both 
Southwestern and Mesoamerican associations. 

Earth’s surface, is the home of humans. The underworld, 
however, is closely associated with water and tied to super-
natural serpent imagery. There is considerable dissent within 
the literature whether this supernatural serpent represents 
the Southwestern avanyu, or the Mesoamerican quetzal 
serpent, though both are associated with this watery under-
world within their respective cultures.12 The horned serpent 
is sometimes shown at Casas Grandes with feathers or a 
scaled fish tail, which further obscures the exact identity of 
this supernatural being.13 These supernatural serpents feature 
heavily in Casas Grandes ceramic designs and are clearly 
distinguishable from earthly snakes.14 Frequently shown in 
pairs, the horned serpents are used in rock art in the Casas 
Grandes area to mark the locations of springs.15 There is also 
a horned serpent effigy mound at Casas Grandes, which is 
putatively a site of public religious ceremony. The rituals that 
took place at the horned serpent mound are speculated in 
the literature to be related to fertility and renewal, these be-
ing “symbolized” by the main focus: rain and plant growth, 
further linking the horned serpent to water.16 While other 
groups employed the horned serpent motif, it is clear from 
the archeological record that this was simply one form of 
snake to the surrounding southwestern communities, while 
to Casas Grandes the horned serpent was a ubiquitous part 
of Medio-period iconography.17 

Horned serpents are creatures inhabiting the liminal 
space between water and sky, conceptually uniting the ce-
lestial and underworld realms. It may be that these serpents 
represent the goal of the traditional shamanic journey, which 
may have been an attempt to influence these powerful be-
ings. There are also depictions of shamans wearing horned 
serpent headdresses, as well as turtle totem necklaces, linking 
their shamanic powers to the acquisition of water and rain. 

The elite shaman class limited access to religious dei-
ties by becoming the exclusive intercessors on behalf of the 
larger community; this fact is one of many pieces of evidence 
confirming water to be a focus of religious fervor and may 
explain the limited access to the shell hoard as well. Atop 
Cerro Moctezuma, the mountain adjacent to Casas Grandes, 
is an unexcavated site consisting of a design comprised of 

low masonry walls in the form of a conch shell.18 The site is 
almost certainly ceremonial in nature, and it is believed to be 
the ritual center where shamans would attempt to influence 
celestial beings on behalf of the community; the site served 
as a conduit for communicating with the upper world. As 
opposed to the public ritual space of the Mound of the Cross 
or that of the Horned Serpent Mound, this site was a private 
ritual space with limited access and a strong connection with 
water imagery due to the form of the marine shell outline. 

This paper argues that the correlating space for com-
municating with the underworld is the walk-in well. Hidden 
in the very center of Casas Grandes, the walk-in well was 
a subterranean water source with extremely limited access 
and was a site surrounded by ritual and symbolism. To enter 
the walk-in well, one had to step over a human skullcap 
embedded in the floor, and then continue down nineteen 
stairs to the secluded pool (Figure 4). Precious objects were 
strewn about the stairs, including copper, turquoise, as well 
as numerous bones belonging to both animals and humans. 
The presence of effigy vessels in the form of subterranean 
animals, denotes these artifacts as ritual offerings to the 
underworld. These are accompanied by shell artifacts, in-
cluding both whole and perforated Nassarius shells, some of 
which bear decorations. Along with rarer and more valuable 
species, finely worked shell jewelry was also found on the 
stairwell, as well as shells inlaid with turquoise, heightening 
an association with water. The stairwell is also the location of 
what Di Peso refers to as “the altar piece,” a unique artifact 
comprised of a polished strombus shell inlaid with 148 pieces 
of turquoise (Figure 5).19 The extremely fine quality of the 
piece, finer even than the other mosaicized shells found in 
the walk-in well, Di Peso argues, marks it as a potent religious 
tool, though he can only guess at its exact meaning. The 
walk-in well was a significant religious site and closely con-
nected with water rituals and symbolism in both its nature 
as a conduit to the underworld and the offerings left there. 
Conceptually, the walk-in well may have been the location 
where water emanated for the Casas Grandes community, 
in tangible form as a sacred well and as the location where 
prayers for rain on the part of shamans were answered. 
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20 Di Peso et al., Casas Grandes, 393.

Several of the ceramic effigies found in the walk-in well 
were “decapitated”—their necks purposefully broken. Such 
a treatment reveals the presence at Casas Grandes of the 
belief in animism, which, as this paper asserts, relates directly 
to the purpose of the shell hoard. Animism, the belief that 
inanimate objects are, in fact, animate with a soul, a life cycle, 
and spiritual power, is a practice often used to maintain or 
rejuvenate the sacred nature of a location. These “animate” 
objects live out their ritual function, usually “feeding” their 
spiritual power to the location so it retains its sacred nature 
and can act as a portal between worlds. When these objects 
have run the course of their “lives”, they are ritually killed, 
symbolizing that their power is no more, and a new, fresh, 
“alive” resource is brought to serve the same purpose and 
take the “dead” object’s place in maintaining the cosmic 
order. The ceramic effigies fulfilled their purpose, lived out 
their lives, and were “killed.” This paper hypothesizes that 
shells served the same function. 

The walk-in well is one of the few places in Casas 
Grandes where unperforated, whole Nassarius shells can 
be found. These specimens are shells that are still “alive,” 
whole, and feeding their power, born of their association with 
water, to the walk-in well site. When these shells’ energies 
were spent, they were killed by ritual perforation, though the 
objects themselves were too precious to discard. To throw 
away the spent shells would have been disrespectful of the 
life it gave to bring water to Casas Grandes, or to bring the 
prayers of the shamans for rain to the horned serpents. The 
shells were therefore kept in what is essentially a vault, with 
limited access out of respect for their sacrifice and ritual use, 
and they probably continued to be sacred objects even in 
death. In this context, quantity was more important than 
quality since the entire mass of shells giving power to the 
walk-in well had to be replaced as their predecessors’ “lives” 
ended. Thus, though there are a number of rare and worked 
shells at the walk-in well, the primary source for the well’s 
sacred power were the imported Nassarius shells, which, 
upon their loss of energy, were “killed” and gradually formed 
the enormous mass of the shell hoard. 

This theory would explain many aspects of the shell 
hoard that the previous theories could not. Since the quantity 
and presence of shells was the primary concern, less desir-
able Nassarius shells were able to fill this function rather than 
more costly and desirable species. Shells from the sea, being 
associated with a large body of water, would have had a 
stronger tie to water than less spiritually powerful freshwater 
shells. No other community had a walk-in well of this nature 
that has been discovered: the lack of Nassarius shells outside 
of Casa Grandes is logical because they have no function 
outside of this specific religious context. 

Di Peso’s argument that the perforated Nassarius shells 
are beads was also fraught with difficulty. The perforations 
are inconsistent with the bead-making practices found within 

the Casas Grandes trade network and Di Peso struggled to 
explain the supposed methods by which they were strung.20 

The argument that the shell hoard represents the af-
termath of a tradition of using water-related items as an 
animistic tool solves or explains many of the problems and 
inconsistencies that plagued previous models for explain-
ing the shell hoard. By means of the shells, shamans, who 
were the intercessors of the community for the purpose of 
encouraging rain or ensuring the rainy season, strengthened 
the line of communication or connection with the under-
world and the water beings that dwelled there. The nature 
of working with a site that remains less than half-excavated 
means that conclusions can be changed in an instant by a 
new discovery or unexpected finding. However, with the 
evidence currently available, an animistic theory represents 
a more thorough interpretation of the relics and their place 
within Casas Grandes culture than the previous models. 

University of Denver
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Figure 1. A small portion of the mass of the shell hoard. Charles C. Di Peso, John B. Rinaldo, and Gloria J. Fenner, Casas Grandes: Fallen Trading Center 
of the Chichimeca 2: The Medio Period (Flagstaff: The Amerind Foundation, Inc., with Northland Press, 1974), p. 502. Image courtesy of the Amerind 
Foundation.
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Figure 2. Di Peso’s interpretation of the use 
of room 15-8. Illustration by Alice Wesche. 
Charles C. Di Peso, John B. Rinaldo, and 
Gloria J. Fenner, Casas Grandes: Fallen Trad-
ing Center of the Chichimeca 2: The Medio 
Period (Flagstaff: The Amerind Foundation, 
Inc., with Northland Press, 1974), p. 424.  
Image courtesy of the Amerind Foundation. 

Figure 3. [below] Beneath Casas Grandes a 
web of channels carried water through the 
settlement, linking cisterns, wells, irrigation 
channels, and potable water. The walk-in 
well is notable in that it is the sole source 
of water in the settlement not connected 
to this network. Charles C. Di Peso, John B. 
Rinaldo, and Gloria J. Fenner, Casas Grandes: 
Fallen Trading Center of the Chichimeca 2: 
The Medio Period (Flagstaff: The Amerind 
Foundation, Inc. with Northland Press, 
1974), p. 349. Image courtesy of the Am-
erind Foundation.
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Figure 4. A diagram of the structure of the walk-in well. Image redrawn 
by Jennifer Clary after Charles C. Di Peso.

Figure 5. [below] The Altar Piece. Illustration by Alice Wesche. Charles 
C. Di Peso, John B. Rinaldo, and Gloria J. Fenner, Casas Grandes: Fallen 
Trading Center of the Chichimeca 6: Ceramics and Shell (Flagstaff: The 
Amerind Foundation, Inc., with Northland Press, 1974), p. 575. Image 
courtesy of the Amerind Foundation.
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2 According to Denis Cosgrove, cosmography was a term whose mean-
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territories. Denis E. Cosgrove, “Images of Renaissance Cosmography, 
1450-1650,” in Cartography in the European Renaissance in The His-
tory of Cartography, ed. David Woodward (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2007), 3.1:56.

3 See Cosgrove, “Images of Renaissance Cosmography,” and Karrow, 
Mapmakers of the Sixteenth Century, for examples of how the Cosmo-
graphicus is understood within the context of the history of science. 

4 In particular, I refer to Steven Vanden Broecke’s thorough article ex-
amining Apian’s use of “realistic depiction” and paper instruments; as 
well as Tom Conley’s investigation of the implications of cosmography 
on the reader’s relation to space and topography. See Steven Vanden 
Broecke, “The Use of Visual Media in Renaissance Cosmography: The 
Cosmography of Peter Apian and Gemma Frisius,” Pedagogica Historia 
36, no. 1 (2000): 131-150; and Tom Conley, An Errant Eye: Poetry 
and Topography in Early Modern France (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2011), 53-80. 

5 Susan Dackerman, ed., Prints and the Pursuit of Knowledge in Early 
Modern Europe, exhibition catalogue (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2011). Although it does not address the Cosmographi-
cus specifically, the exhibition is useful in that Apian’s text can be 
positioned at the beginning of a growing interest by the sciences in 
expressing ideas visually and, more specifically, in utilizing printed 
images as tools to aid the production of knowledge. 

Constructing Cosmography: The Printed Image as a Visual Tool in 
Peter Apian’s Cosmographicus Liber 

Alexandra Challenger

Peter Apian’s Cosmographicus Liber (Figure 1), a popular 
didactic text on cosmography, helped to expand the dis-
cipline from a relatively small group of practitioners to a 
largely non-professional audience.1 First published in 1524, 
Apian’s illustrated volume purported to teach its readers the 
basics of cosmography, a mathematical study of the earth 
and the cosmos that used latitude, longitude, and the orbits 
of the planets to map geographic locations.2 This particular 
text was remarkable for the variety of illustrations and tools 
that introduced the reader to an innovative method of con-
ceptualizing the heavens; it even included working paper 
instruments with multiple moving parts. Because its audience 
was generally less familiar with the mathematical foundations 
of cosmography, the older, schematic diagrams and written 
descriptions used by professional astronomers were less ef-
fective in conveying the concepts needed to fully engage with 
the discipline. Therefore, the success of the Cosmographicus 
for a lay readership hinged upon Apian’s ability to translate 
his method of conceptualizing the cosmos into an easily 
understood and convincing visual system. 

As a text that broadened existing visual conventions with 
great commercial success, Apian’s Cosmographicus provides 
an ideal case study of how images came to play a larger, 
more authoritative role in scientific manuals. Yet despite the 
graphic innovation apparent in his text, Apian added little 
new information to the cosmographic discipline in the Cos-

mographicus. It is perhaps for this reason that discussions of 
this volume pertain largely to its relevance within the history 
of science and cartography.3 This study, however, argues that 
Apian’s illustrations and tools within the Cosmographicus 
indicate his awareness of the need for an understanding of 
the cosmos in which abstract concepts and theories were 
expressed in pictorial terms. It claims that Apian’s visual pro-
gram made use of advances in print technology to integrate 
new forms of imagery and tools into the medium of the book. 
In doing so, his Cosmographicus Liber not only altered the 
relationship between illustration and text, but also indicated 
that in fields like cosmography, which required the use of 
instruments to mediate between observed phenomena and 
scientific interpretation, the printed image itself was a vital 
instrument in conveying knowledge. 

While Apian’s visual program in the Cosmographicus 
has been the subject of two recent studies that examined 
how images played a more prominent part in the construc-
tion of meaning, the role of the print medium in facilitating 
this development has yet to be fully developed.4 Of crucial 
importance for this study is Susan Dackerman’s recent exhibi-
tion catalogue, Prints and the Pursuit of Knowledge (2011), 
which examines the collaboration of scientists, artists, and 
printers in developing new visual conventions for scientific 
texts.5 As a manual that took advantage of the reliability of 
the printed image to create calibrated and precise visual 
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tools, the Cosmographicus is useful for understanding how 
printed illustrations could substantially alter the means of 
conveying information. 

The impetus for change in illustrative authority was 
also rooted in the intended audience for books of this kind. 
As Samuel Edgerton argues, trained mathematicians and 
astronomers were not inclined to move beyond standard 
abstract diagrams. It was not until technical disciplines 
gained the attention of “humanistically educated, aristocratic 
tastemakers” as well as self-taught “artisan-engineers” that il-
lustrated didactic texts became essential.6 Unlike professional 
cosmographers, these readers lacked a thorough understand-
ing of the mathematical principles on which cosmography 
was founded. In order to educate this new audience, Apian 
had to account for the fact that unlike the study of anatomy, 
which was primarily descriptive, cosmography could only 
be conveyed to the reader when observations over time, 
along with systematic measurements and theory (often 
requiring the use of specialized astronomical instruments), 
were combined into a single, often highly conceptual im-
age.7 In other words, the illustration of cosmographical 
themes emphasized a “rhetoric of irrefutable precision,” by 
using diagrams and tables to lend an authoritative patina to 
theoretical models for tracking the movement of celestial 
bodies.8 Like the astronomical instruments from which they 
took their cue, Apian’s illustrations had to convey a new type 
of spatial understanding as well as instruct readers in how 
to use measurement and mathematical models to inform 
their observations. 

The Cosmographicus first accomplished this textually 
through Apian’s descriptions within the book. Here, the 
explanations for cosmography were directly connected to 
the images. Thus the illustrations seen in the book do not 
necessarily relate to nature itself but to the Cosmographicus’ 
specific interpretation of it. Nowhere is this connection more 
apparent than in the first chapter of the book, where Apian 
defines the role of his discipline. For the author, cosmography 
relied upon the “circles of the sky”—imaginary lines used to 
chart the motion of celestial bodies—in order to mathemati-
cally calculate the coordinates of an observer’s position.9 
Like geography, cosmography provided a way to integrate 
the discovery of new territories into an existing illustrative 
structure. However, while geography relied upon terrestrial 

markers such as rivers and mountain ranges to determine 
location, cosmography used a grid of lines projected onto 
the earth as well as the unchanging stars to provide an ever-
expanding list of coordinates from which maps and globes 
could be constructed. The ultimate goal of these disciplines 
was the observation and mapping of the whole earth.10

Apian’s Cosmographicus was unique because the au-
thor also chose to illustrate this point visually. Alongside his 
textual descriptions, cosmography (Figure 2) was depicted 
as a disembodied eye whose line of sight illustrated the 
imaginary grid dividing the heavens and earth. The globe on 
the left was presumably the product of such cosmographic 
observation and demonstrated how cosmography could il-
lustrate the terrestrial globe mathematically through the use 
of longitude and latitude.11 This image stands in contrast 
to those of geography and chorography on the following 
pages (Figures 3 and 4). In these illustrations, Apian uses a 
visual metaphor to depict geography as a description of the 
whole earth just as a portrait is an image of an entire head. 
Chorography, on the other hand, was the description of a 
particular place, similar to an artist’s rendition of an eye or 
ear.12 The comparison to the painter’s craft is noteworthy 
here since it distinguishes the type of vision required for the 
different disciplines. While geography and chorography were 
cast here as largely descriptive—entailing the reproduction of 
observed features—cosmography required both observation 
and complex spatial reasoning to balance what the viewer 
actually saw in the sky and how it was translated into useful 
information. It is fitting that while geography is compared 
to an image of the earth, cosmography is situated next to a 
globe. The products of this discipline were not simply de-
scriptive images but instead functioned as tools to further 
man’s knowledge of the world.

Although these illustrations make up only the first few 
pages of the Cosmographicus, they point towards two very 
important techniques for Apian’s cosmographic instruc-
tion. Firstly, the book combined schematic diagrams with 
representational images in order to show how observation 
related to reality. Secondly, Apian’s inclusion of volvelles, 
actual instruments made of rotating paper parts, called at-
tention to the need for tools to mediate and enhance human 
observation. Here, the act of looking was not sufficient and 
had to be measured and collected for meaningful observa-
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that could be moved in different directions to demonstrate the posi-
tions and movements of celestial bodies. See Cosgrove, “Images of 
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tion to take place. Together, these illustrative techniques 
offered a cosmography that could be understood and rep-
licated by the reader solely through the pages of the book. 
When combined, these visual innovations repositioned the 
Cosmographicus as both an instructional text as well as an 
actual tool. 

Apian differed from his predecessors in that he recog-
nized the potential of representational images to augment 
and clarify abstract diagrams. While earlier works, such as 
Martin Waldseemüller’s Cosmographiae Introductio (1507), 
contained a few standard diagrams, they largely consisted 
of simple, schematic images.13 Within the Cosmographicus, 
the usual diagrams picturing climate zones, latitude, and 
longitude were accompanied by instructional images thereby 
making the illustration a primary means of conveying infor-
mation. In one such image, Apian demonstrates the proper 
use of a Jacob’s staff (Figure 5). As Steven Vanden Broecke 
explains, the illustration is broken into several parts; the bot-
tom portion shows how to align the staff with the intended 
celestial bodies, while directly above it, a diagram of two 
observers on the earth demonstrate the mathematical prin-
ciple behind the illustration.14 Here the reader can see that 
the difference in the angles of vision equals the difference 
in longitude. The idea of demonstrating an instrument’s 
function was certainly not new; early printed broadsheets 
predate the use of this instrument by several years (Figure 6). 
Yet Apian’s images differ by juxtaposing the physical bodies 
of the observers with the conceptual presentation of lines 
and measurements.

This innovation is significant because it alters the rela-
tionship between the image and text. While the broadsheet 
demonstrates the proper way to hold the instrument, and 
even shows the tactic of using an implement to mark one’s 
position on the ground, it ultimately illustrates information 
which could easily be demonstrated in the text. Apian’s im-
ages depart from this descriptive tendency and further clarify 
concepts in a way that the text could not. As one can see in 
the upper right portion of the illustration, what the observer 
was actually viewing with his Jacob’s staff, the moon and the 
stars, had to be reconciled with the less visible idea of his 
position on the earth (and within the cosmos). Apian uses 
this image to show both what the reader could see and what 
he should know. The image is neither fully conceptual nor 

entirely representational and instead makes use of both tech-
niques in order to provide multiple ways of understanding 
the concepts at hand. His inventive illustrations suggest that 
proper visualization was imperative for study of cosmography. 

Although it is always difficult to gauge the effectiveness 
of these images among the readership, it is worth mention-
ing that this particular method of illustration appears several 
more times in later editions of Apian’s Cosmographicus, after 
it was expanded by his student, Gemma Frisius. Illustrations 
such as this later edition (Figure 7), which demonstrate vari-
ous practical methods of calculating height, appear in a 1553 
edition as well as many others. In this rather odd image, a 
figure uses an astrolabe to gauge the height of a building. 
Once again, the viewer could see the angles of vision rep-
resented on the page as well as the details of the instrument 
itself, expanded here to the size of its user in order to better 
convey its function. The inclusion of this particular technique 
several more times after the initial printing may indicate that 
it resonated with readers, in part because the methods of 
observation espoused by the text could be verified by fol-
lowing the instructions demonstrated on the page. 

Apian’s illustrations not only exhibit a uniquely cos-
mographic vision, they show the necessity of scientific 
instruments to perform calculations. The frontispiece, for 
example, shows the earth metonymically represented as a 
globe with a quadrant at its base. When positioned together 
on the first pages of the book, these tools act as substitutes 
for the discipline thereby reinforcing the constructed nature 
of scientific observation. In fact, cosmography required the 
use of a number of different devices making it a rather costly 
field of study for the average reader. The process needed 
to construct and calibrate astronomical tools required the 
expertise of a professional, and perhaps the association of 
scientific tools with the people who used them allowed 
readers to view them as authoritative devices. They certainly 
conveyed the importance of observing with one’s own eyes 
while using technology to ensure accuracy. 

This association would have been made explicit with 
Apian’s inclusion of three printed paper volvelles (Figure 8).15 
These devices allowed readers to practice cosmographical 
techniques within the very space of the book. In many cases, 
the instruments allowed the user to understand the move-
ments of the sun and stars relative to their position on the 
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earth. By using these tools they could develop practical skills 
such as the calculation of time and estimation of the begin-
ning and end of twilight.16 The inclusion of volvelles within 
the Cosmographicus transformed the book from a guide to 
a tool used to practice and develop a better understanding 
of the subject matter. While the author was not the first to 
include these rotating paper devices in a printed manual, it 
is quite possibly because of his book that these instruments 
made their way into astronomy textbooks.17 Like the image 
of a Jacob’s staff, Apian’s volvelles gave readers an additional 
means of grappling with cosmographical visualization.

Despite their fairly simple design, these tools may have 
contributed to the increased interest in printed paper instru-
ments during the first half of the sixteenth century. When the 
Cosmographicus is examined in light of other endeavors, it is 
clear that the trend toward affordable paper instruments must 
have appealed to a wide audience. For example, Apian’s 
contemporary, Georg Hartmann, made a living producing 
over seventy-five individually printed instruments that users 
could assemble themselves and paste onto boards to produce 
cheap and functional devices.18 With interactive tools now 
available to a larger audience, it is unsurprising that the rise 
of cosmography coincided with the proliferation of printed 
materials. Unlike instruments created by hand or copied into 
manuscripts, printing allowed for a level of standardization 
that resulted in a greater number of inexpensive alternatives 
for scientific instruments. They could be designed by a skilled 
professional and quickly produced in large quantities. Apian’s 
guidebook, which was published throughout the century, 
served as a useful means of understanding and using the 
now widely available paper instruments. Since it prefigured 
many of the later creative uses for printed materials, it must 
have primed its readership to understand their function and 
to associate their use with the scholarly practice of observing 
the cosmos. 

Within the trajectory of Apian’s own career, the im-
portance of images and tools became more pronounced 
over time. In 1526, he petitioned the University of Ingol-
stadt—where he was employed as a professor—for a loan to 
purchase his own printing press.19 This would give him more 
control over the production of his tools and allow for greater 

accuracy and complexity of his products. He would go on 
to produce a series of paper tools, and his Instrument Buch 
of 1533 contained nine woodcuts that could be cut out and 
attached to wooden supports to create three dimensional 
paper instruments.20 Some of these, like the quadrant, were 
even pictured on the title page illustrating their use (Figure 
9). This volume was printed in the more accessible German 
rather than Latin, and many of the remaining copies only 
contain the text since the woodcuts had been assembled 
and used by the owner.21 Unlike the Cosmographicus, which 
served as an introduction to the discipline, the Instrument 
Buch focused more on explaining the use of each instrument 
included with the text. 

Apian would take this interest in instruments even fur-
ther with his Astronomicum Caesareum of 1540. This book, 
described by Ronald Brashear and Daniel Lewis as “perhaps 
the most beautiful scientific book ever printed,” contains 
an incredible number of illustrations including twenty-one 
images with moving parts as well as additional non-moving 
diagrams.22 Several even had multiple layers of rotating discs 
(Figure 10). Each volume was completely assembled and 
hand-colored in Apian’s workshop to ensure that all pieces 
were uniform and correctly made.23 Here, Apian’s earlier 
interest in supplementing his diagrams with descriptive 
figures manifests itself in the high degree of artistry present 
in the individual diagrams. Furthermore, the Astronomicus 
yielded remarkably precise results when used. It was not 
merely a teaching tool but a highly sophisticated instrument 
in print form.24 As Apian’s masterpiece, it was geared toward 
an aristocratic audience and was designed to streamline the 
mathematical calculations needed to understand planetary 
movements.25 In the preface, Apian shows his sympathy for 
the plight of the amateur cosmographer, “We see how much 
mathematics are hated because of their seeming difficulty. 
We tried to simplify and began to plan by what new methods 
the remedy would be found to help those, whom arithmetic 
has baffled up to now.”26 His book must have achieved some 
degree of success since its printing was paid for by Emperor 
Charles V, who then made him a knight of the kingdom 
shortly after its publication.27 Although the Cosmographicus 
was obviously not made with this trajectory in mind, the 
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widespread interest that allowed Apian and others to form 
their careers around printed instruments surely must have 
also fueled the success of the earlier Cosmographicus. 

While the subject matter of the Instrument Buch and 
Astronomicum was different from that of the Cosmographi-
cus, their visual programs seemed to grapple with many of 
the same issues first presented in the latter volume. The un-
precedented emphasis on the visual program in the Cosmo-
graphicus was expanded in the author’s later publications. In 
these works, Apian seemed to understand that the interactive 
qualities tools provided helped readers to comprehend the 
mediated observation that was the hallmark of cosmography. 
While they were significantly more elaborate than Apian’s 
early textbook, all point toward the importance of printed 
images in facilitating cosmographic understanding. 

As one of the most popular instructional texts on cos-
mography, Apian’s Cosmographicus Liber altered the notion 

of what an illustration could do. By focusing on reproducing 
astronomical images and instruments within his textbook, 
Apian changed the means by which a non-professional read-
ership came to understand and interact with cosmography. 
His innovations expanded the audience for his discipline and 
altered the way in which many readers understood scientific 
observation. With rapidly developing technologies and the 
expansion of the European conception of the globe, there 
was never a more crucial time for the world to be charted. 
Although Apian’s method of mapping the globe was soon to 
be replaced by new advances in understanding the cosmos, 
his book remained one of the most accessible guides avail-
able for almost a century. 

Florida State University

Figure 1. Peter Apian, Frontispiece from the Cosmo-
graphicus Liber (Landshut: 1524), woodcut. Courtesy 
of the Smithsonian Libraries.
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Figure 4. Peter Apian, Description of Chorography, from 
the Cosmographicus Liber (Landshut: 1524), woodcut. 
Courtesy of the Smithsonian Libraries.

Figure 2. Peter Apian, Description of Cosmography, from the Cosmographicus 
Liber (Landshut: 1524), woodcut. Courtesy of the Smithsonian Libraries.

Figure 3. Peter Apian, Description of Geography from 
the Cosmographicus Liber (Landshut: 1524), woodcut. 
Courtesy of the Smithsonian Libraries.

Figure 5. [facing page, top] Peter Apian, Use of a Jacob’s Staff, from the Cosmo-
graphicus Liber (Landshut: 1524), woodcut. Courtesy of the Smithsonian Libraries.

Figure 6. [facing page, bottom] Unknown woodcutter, On the Construction and 
Use of a Jacob’s Staff, woodcut and xylographic text, 1502. VI Aa43. Staatsbibliothek 
Bamberg. Photo credit: Gerald Raab.
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Figure 7. Peter Apian, Methods of Calculating Height, from the Cosmographia Petri Apiani 
(Paris: 1553), woodcut. David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke 
University.

Figure 9. Peter Apian and Hans Brosamer,  Frontispiece, from the Instrment Buch (Ingolstadt: 
1533), woodcut. VD16  A 3111. Staatsbibliothek Bamberg. Photo credit: Gerald Raab.

Figure 8. Peter Apian, Volvelle, from the Cosmographicus 
Liber (Landshut: 1524), woodcut. Courtesy of the Smith-
sonian Libraries.
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Figure 10. Peter Apian and Michael Ostendorfer,  Dragon Dial, from the Astronomicum Caesareum (Ingolstadt: 1540), woodcut. Typ 520.40.150. 
Houghton Library, Harvard University.





1 “Therefore, when the finest and most splendid opportunity in all Rome 
presented itself, my ambition urged me to avail myself of the chance. 
It is the high altar of the new church of the Priests of the Oratory, 
called Santa Maria in Vallicella—without doubt the most celebrated 
and frequented church in Rome today, situated right in the center of 
the city, and to be adorned by the combined efforts of all the most 
able painters in Italy. Although the work mentioned is not yet begun, 
personages of such rank are interested in it that I cannot honourably 
give up a contract obtained so gloriously, against the pretensions of 
all the leading painters of Rome.” Quoted in Michael Jaffé, Rubens 
and Italy (Oxford: Phaidon, 1977), 88.

2 Michael Jaffé, “Peter Paul Rubens and the Oratorian Fathers,” Pro-
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Press, 1994), 294.
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Meta-Painting, trans. Anne-Marie Glasheen (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 76. 

5 For the first and still most comprehensive account of the Rubens com-
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6 For the icon, see Maria Teresa Bonadonna Russo, “La Madonna della 
Vallicella,” L’urbe 50, no. 2 (1987): 27-38.
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The Oratorians’ Icon:
The Madonna Vallicelliana in Post-Tridentine Rome

Jeffrey Fraiman

The Madonna Vallicelliana (Figure 1), an icon from the 
fourteenth century, is the cynosure of Peter Paul Rubens’s 
1608 high altar program for the church of Santa Maria in Val-
licella.  In two lateral panels that flank the central altarpiece, 
Rubens painted Gregory the Great and five other saints, all 
of whom are oriented towards the icon on the high altar.  In 
the central work, Rubens portrayed in the foreground a row 
of six angels adoring an icon of the Virgin and Christ Child 
held aloft by swirling putti (Figure 2). Typically, the altarpiece 
is presented with the icon simulacrum Rubens painted on 
a copper sheet that can be moved aside to reveal the Ma-
donna Vallicelliana, the church’s prized fourteenth-century 
icon. The aforementioned configuration is actually Rubens’s 
second attempt at what he described as the most prestigious 
commission in Rome.1 His first essay, which combined the 
various saints, angels, putti, and icons into a single unified 
pala, was rejected by the Oratorian Fathers ostensibly be-
cause of its illegibility in the church light.2 In the second and 
final version, the Rubens cover is removed and the Vallicella 
icon is displayed on Sundays and other feast days (Figure 3).  

 Though the style of Rubens’s work has often been 
viewed as the point of departure for so-called “high baroque” 
painting, it is its bricolage-type nature—its assemblage of old 
and new—that would have immense impact on both church 
decoration in seventeenth-century Rome and modern art 
historical discourse on the religious image. In Likeness and 
Presence, Hans Belting writes, “Art sets the scene for the 
old, ungainly image, which is loved by the public but is now 
revealed through the painted poetry of Rubens’s picture in 

both its metaphysical idea and its cultic significance.”3 In The 
Self-Aware Image, Victor Stoichita writes that the Rubens was 
a “lesson with far-reaching consequences: thanks to Rubens, 
icon and painting become mutually exclusive.”4 While Ru-
bens’s first rejected attempt and second final project have 
been given considerable attention in the literature, includ-
ing extensive publication and analysis of the records of the 
commission and how Rubens worked with the Oratorian 
Fathers, less attention has been devoted to the Vallicella 
icon’s status in the specific spiritual context of Rome follow-
ing the Council of Trent.5 This essay examines the Vallicella 
icon in the context of a post-Tridentine paleoChristian revival, 
contending that the recently established Oratorian order was 
able to link itself to the longer history of the Catholic Church 
through the Order’s appropriation of the icon, its veneration 
of relics, and its translation of the icon across various media. 

 The Vallicella icon is a fourteenth-century fresco 
originally affixed to a wall outside a public bath in the Ro-
man neighborhood of Parione. Parione was located in the 
Florentine region of the city, in an inaccessible “backwater” 
removed from the papal processional routes.6 The icon was 
specifically located in an area called “Pozzo Bianco,” or 
white well. The area boasted a reputation for prostitution 
and general ill repute: according to one writer, “Whenever 
one wanted to exaggerate some infamy, one said that it 
would never have been committed even at Pozzo Bianco.”7 
In 1535, the Virgin began to bleed from her neck after the 
fresco was hit by a flying object, either a stone slung by an 
angry gambler or an errant football kicked by a young boy.8  
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13 On the Cesi patronage, see Connors, Borromini, 9. He also points to 
Ponnelle and Bordet, St. Philip Neri, 348-51 and 404-15. Also see Ma-
ria Teresa Bonadonna Russo, “I Cesi e la Congregazione dell’Oratorio,” 
Archivio della Società Romana di Storia Patria 22 (1970): 101-155.

14 Thunø, “Miraculous Image and the Centralized Church,” 29-53.

15 On the religious climate in this period, see John W. O’Malley, Trent and 
All That: Renaming Catholicism in the Early Modern Era (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2000) for a historiography related to 
the period commonly known as the Counter Reformation. O’Malley 
suggests the term Early Modern Catholicism.  For recent studies on art 
in this period, see Marcia B. Hall, The Sacred Image in the Age of Art: 
Titian, Tintoretto, Barocci, El Greco, Caravaggio (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2011); and Marcia B. Hall and Tracy Cooper, The 
Sensuous in the Counter-Reformation Church (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013).

16 The discovery of the catacombs is included in Cesare Baronio, An-
nales Ecclesiastici, vol. I, anno 57, cxxx, 462. For a recent account 
of the history of the Roman catacombs, see Irina Oryshkevich, “The 
History of the Roman Catacombs from the Age of Constantine to the 
Renaissance” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2003).

9 For an account of miraculous images adapted in the Renaissance, see 
Erik Thunø, “The Miraculous Image and the Centralized Church in 
Santa Maria Della Consolazione in Todi,” in The Miraculous Image in 
the Late Middle Ages and Renaissance, ed. Erik Thunø and Gerhard 
Wolf (Rome: l’erma di Bretschneider, 2004), 29-53, particularly 31-33.

10 For Neri, see Antonio Gallonio, La vita di San Filippo Neri pubblicata 
per la prima volta nel 1601, ed. Maria Teresa Bonadonna Russo (Rome: 
Presidenza del Consiglio dei ministri, Dipartimento per l’informazione 
e l’editoria, 1995); and Louis Ponnelle and Louis Bordet, St. Philip Neri 
and the Roman Society of his Times, 1515-1595, ed. Ralph Francis 
Kerr (London: Sheed and Ward, 1932). 

11 Alba Costamagna, “‘La più bella et superba occasione di tutta Roma…’: 
Rubens per l’altar maggiore di S. Maria in Vallicella,” in La regola e la 
fama: San Filippo Neri e l’arte (Milan: Electa, 1995), 153.

12 For an overview of the evidence and theories regarding the icon’s inclu-
sions in the various decorative plans, see Karen Buttler, “Rubens’s First 
Painting for the High Altar of Santa Maria in Vallicella and His Unsuc-
cessful Sales Strategy,” in Sacred Possessions: Collecting Italian Religious 
Art, 1500-1900, ed. Gail Feigenbaum and Sybille Ebert-Schifferer (Los 
Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2011), 17-38, particularly 17-23.

The nebulous stories surrounding the icon’s legend align it 
with the typical discovery pattern of miraculous icons in the 
period. They are typically found in a neglected outdoor area 
by a fringe member of society and taken inside where they 
attract a devoted following.9 Indeed this blueprint transpired 
with the Vallicella icon. The legend of the image spread, and 
it soon developed a popular cult. 

Perhaps fortuitously, its growing fame coincided with 
the rise of Filippo Neri’s ascendance and the founding of 
the Oratorian order. Neri, a Florentine, moved to Rome c. 
1535—the same year the icon performed its miraculous ex-
sanguination.10 In the following decades, as the icon attracted 
followers, so did Neri himself. He was ordained in 1551 and 
became chaplain of the church of S. Girolamo della Carità. 
His practice of hearing confessions and his rousing sermons 
on scripture grew in popularity through the middle of the 
sixteenth century. Eventually, his group, who practiced in a 
space called an oratory, outgrew its typical meeting location 
and was given by Pope Gregory XIII the old church of Santa 
Maria in Vallicella. The Oratorians soon built a new church 
with the same name on this site, hence its nickname—the 
Chiesa Nuova. 

In 1575, the Pope officially recognized the Oratorians as 
a religious order. Sometime in the same period, the church’s 
then rector Antonino Adiuti (r. 1569-75) took possession 
of the Vallicella icon for the Oratorians.11 It was moved to 
the sacristy of the old church and has remained inside that 
building since—although it moved two or three times before 
its location on the high altar, behind the 1608 intervention 
by Rubens, was settled (Figure 4).12  

 The institutionalization of an icon found outdoors was 
a recurring motif in the early modern period. The new Santa 
Maria in Vallicella was funded in part by the Bishop of Todi, 
Angelo Cesi.13 The famous centralized church of Santa Maria 
Della Consolazione in Cesi’s hometown of Todi had been 
erected following the discovery of its own miraculous icon.14 

Cesi, familiar with this model, may well have influenced the 
Oratorians’ actions and been involved with promoting the 
appropriation of the icon for the new order’s use. But unlike 
the icon in the church in Todi, directly accessible by the laity, 
the icon in the Chiesa Nuova would be strictly controlled by 
the clerics, and public access would be closely mediated. 
This mediation occurs through Rubens’s decorative scheme 
and the revealing of the icon only on certain occasions. In 
contrast to the situation in Todi, at the Chiesa Nuova the 
icon’s autonomous status had been filtered through the con-
trolling atmosphere of post-Tridentine Rome, where bishops 
had final say in their church’s decorations.

The Vallicella icon’s reliquary nature would have lent the 
new order of the Oratorians an added legitimacy within the 
Catholic Church. By aligning themselves with the icon, the 
Oratorians could symbolically stretch their origins back to 
the fourteenth century, and even earlier. A central debate be-
tween theologians in the sixteenth century was the Catholic 
Church’s reliance on history and tradition. Protestant doctrine 
included only that which could be traced to scripture. The 
Catholic Church, steeped in tradition, also turned to its his-
tory to assert its superiority. One way of doing this was by 
veneration of relics, a practice upheld during the 25th session 
of the Council of Trent.15

Relics were of particular significance to Filippo Neri and 
the Oratorians. Neri spent time at the catacombs of St. Se-
bastian on the Appian Way reading, praying, and meditating 
alongside the bones of early Christian martyrs. In Rome, in 
1578, a spate of catacombs was discovered, literally underlin-
ing the city.16 Suddenly the sacrosanct nature of the physical 
geography of Rome reverberated with the blood, bodies, and 
bones of those fundamental to the Church’s perpetuation. 
These great discoveries were the basis of a new iconogra-
phy in art. In 1599, the perfectly composed body of Santa 
Cecilia was found preserved, undisturbed in her coffin for 
over a millennium. Stefano Maderno famously rendered her 
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17 See Anna Lo Bianco, Cecilia: La storia, l’immagine, il mito; la scultura 
di Stefano Maderno e il suo restauro (Rome: Campisano, 2001).

18 For Baronio, see Lady Amabel Kerr, The Life of Cesare Cardinal Baronius 
of the Roman Oratory (London: Art and Book Co., 1898).  Baronio 
wrote the first twelve volumes of the Annales Ecclesiastici from 1588 
to 1607. They were continued by subsequent authors following his 
death.  For Baronio’s first twelve volumes, see Annales ecclesiastici 
(Venetiis: Laurentii Basilii et Antonii Tivania, 1705-1712).

19 On Baronio and the church of SS. Nereo ed Achilleo, see Richard 
Krautheimer, “A Christian Triumph in 1597,” in Essays in the History 
of Art Presented to Rudolf Wittkower, ed. Douglas Fraser, Howard 
Hibbard, and Milton J. Lewine (London: Phaidon, 1967), 2: 174-178.

20 Printed in Kerr, Life of Cesare Cardinal Baronius, 301.

21 Ilse von zur Mühlen, “Nachtridentische Bildauffassungen. Cesare 
Baronio und Rubens’ Gemälde fur S. Maria in Vallicella in Rom,” 
Münchner Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst 41 (1990): 23-50.

22 Alexander Nagel, Michelangelo and the Reform of Painting (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000): 75.

23 Ibid.

24 Ibid.

incorrupt body in marble for the church of Santa Cecilia in 
Trastevere (Figure 5).17

 The Oratorians had a direct role in promulgating the 
Church’s history. Cardinal Cesare Baronio, the rector of Santa 
Maria in Vallicella, was tasked by Filippo Neri with compiling 
a history of the Christian church—the Annales Ecclesiastici.18 
For the title page of his history, Baronio included an engrav-
ing of the Vallicella icon, linking the symbolic history of the 
Chiesa Nuova to the story of the Catholic Church (Figure 
6). Baronio was also given the considerable undertaking of 
revising the Martyrology of the early Christian Saints. He had 
a particular kinship with relics and spoke of using them as 
vehicles for encountering the saints themselves. He was al-
lowed possession of the remains found in his newly restored 
titular church of Saints Nereus and Achilleus, and he often 
gave relic fragments away as gifts.19 In one letter to Naples, 
for example, he writes to a friend about a skull fragment of 
St. Domitilla he was sending:

I send you a small fragment of bone, re-
moved with my own hand from the sacred 
head of St. Domitilla. Do not think that I am 
sending you too little, for neither quantity 
nor quality can be measured in such things. 
Faith, reflecting on the virtue contained 
in each atom, perceives in it that of the 
whole body.20 

Baronio had a central role in the decorative plan for the 
high altar of the Chiesa Nuova before his death in 1606.21 
He had transferred the relics of Saints Nereus and Achilleus 
there and provided the funds for a silver reliquary bust on 
the high altar. 

The explorations of the catacombs, the excavated relics 
in early Christian churches, the publication of the church’s 
annals: all were ways of taking elements of Christian history 
to bolster Christianity in the present. For a new order such 
as the Oratorians establishing itself in an era of reform, relic 
devotion was central to declaring ties to the early Catholic 
Church’s history. The Vallicella icon was more than simply 
a devotional image: it was a relic analogous to the fragment 
of the head of St. Domitilla for Baronio. The Vallicella icon 
bore the authentic look of history: painted in an earlier style, 
the figures possessing a commanding frontality. Writers in 
the middle of the sixteenth century had remarked upon the 

contrast between earlier types of images and modern paint-
ing.22 Giovanni Andrea Gilio, known for his 1564 critique 
of Michelangelo’s Last Judgment, valued the frontality of 
older images (a property he called prosopopea) and their 
qualities of honesty and devotion, which to modern eyes 
may appear, he wrote, “vile, awkward, lowly, old, humble, 
without skill or art.”23 The turning figura serpentinata popu-
larized by Michelangelo was in direct opposition to this, and 
others before Gilio had similarly railed against depicting the 
Madonna’s face turned from the viewer as indecorous. To 
display properly the Virgin, her face must be fully turned 
toward the viewer. Michelangelo’s friend Vittoria Colonna 
cherished the Madonna icons supposedly from the hand of 
St. Luke that proliferated in Rome for their “modo umil,” 
or humble style.24 

The icon did not only appear older stylistically: in terms 
of a link between materiality and temporality, the fading 
fresco that had been exposed to the elements seemed a 
symbol of a distant past. The Oratorians did not see it simply 
as an example of an earlier work of art. It was an object from 
the past that held a devotional value—an aura, a thingness—
through its miraculous nature and its distance to a remote 
temporal past in the church’s history. It was a relic.

The icon’s power for the Chiesa Nuova is also exem-
plified by its steadfast survival through centuries. It had 
remained in place since the fourteenth century, apparently 
dormant, and only acted in the sixteenth century, during a 
time when the Catholic Church had reaffirmed the power 
of relics and the power of images. As a miraculous Christian 
image appearing in a notoriously sinful neighborhood, the 
Vallicella icon behaved as an ordered, civilizing Catholic pres-
ence within a ravaged, corrupt, neglected community with 
ties to a pagan past. That this region in antiquity was linked 
to the underworld highlights the Oratorians’ and by exten-
sion the Church’s power over sin and its fallen surroundings.

The Vallicella icon was not only incorporated into the 
high altar, but informed the construction of the entire church. 
During construction, the Virgin emerged from the icon and 
appeared in a dream to Filippo Neri, warning him of a loose 
wooden beam that could cause the entire structure to col-
lapse. Thus, the icon’s miracles were not merely its bleeding, 
but its heroic salvation of an entire edifice from collapse. This 
event was memorialized in the 1640s in Pietro da Cortona’s 



38

ATHANOR XXXIII JEFFREY FRAIMAN

elaborate nave fresco. The Madonna holds a wooden beam 
aloft while Neri, in black, exalts her from below (Figure 7).25 

The Vallicella icon is also depicted on the church’s 
façade, within the entablature above the entrance (Figure 
8). There the icon greets and watches over all who enter. 
Here the icon assumes stone form, while on the ceiling it is 
symbolically rendered in fresco. On the high altar Rubens’s 
version is oil on copper. This profusion of images in differ-
ent materials establishes the omnipresence of the Virgin and 
Child within (and outside) the church and her divine pres-
ence that is translatable despite her material makeup. The 
seventeenth-century interventions were not seen as merely 
copies or decorations but instead as reinforcements of the 
power of the fourteenth-century fresco and its miraculous 
nature. They were all substitutions for the essence behind 
the image, though not exactly the image itself. The Vallicella 
Madonna possessed the power to watch over the entire 
church, as evidenced by Neri’s dream during the building’s 
construction. All these substitutes were tokens that referred 
back to an original prototype: the icon on the high altar.26

Rubens’s altarpiece arrived at a decisive moment for the 
role of the religious image in Rome, set against the Church’s 
transition from its defensive phase to its triumphant one. 
Rome was not only the seat of the papacy, but the de facto 
epicenter of the art world. The same decade, for example, 
witnessed the revolution precipitated by Caravaggio’s reli-
gious paintings. Though not sui generis—since there were 
previous so-called bildtabernakels in other Italian cities—
Rubens’s work inspired a host of analogous compositions 
on the altars of Roman churches.27 Contextualizing the roles 
played by miraculous icons in the seventeenth century allows 
us not only better to understand the seicento works by Ru-
bens and his epigones, but more generally gives insight into 
how holy images were used in an age vehemently defensive, 
and particular, about its art. 

Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey

25 For the Cortona, see Jörg Martin Merz, Pietro da Cortona and Ro-
man Baroque Architecture (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2008):122-124; and Giuliano Briganti, Pietro da Cortona, (1962; 
repr., Florence: G. C. Sansoni Editore, 1982), 267-268.

26 On the concept of substitution, see Alexander Nagel and Christopher 
Wood, “Towards a New Model of Renaissance Anachronism,” Art 
Bulletin 87 (2005): 405-407.

27 The fundamental study by Martin Warnke traces this type of pictorial 
arrangement, including sixteenth-century examples by Veronese (S. 
Polo, Venice), Aurelio Lomi (S. Maria in Castello, Genoa), and Fran-
cesco Vanni (S. Maria del Carmine, Siena). See Martin Warnke, “Ital-
ienische Bildtabernakel bis zum Frühbarock,” Münchner Jahrbuch der 
Bildenden Kunst 19 (1968): 61-102. Later altarpieces  inspired by Ru-
bens’s configuration include those by Giacinto Gemignani (San Silves-
tro al Quirinale) and Giovanni Battista Ricci (SS. Trinità dei Pellegrini).
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Figure 1.  Madonna and Child with Angels on a Crescent Moon, “The Madonna Vallicelliana,” 14th century, S. Maria in Vallicella (Chiesa 
Nuova), Rome, Italy. Photo credit: Archivio della Congregazione dell‘Oratorio di Roma.
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Figure 2. Peter Paul Rubens, Virgin and Child with Angels, 1606, oil on slate 
and copper, 425 x 250 cm. S. Maria in Vallicella (Chiesa Nuova), Rome, Italy. 
Scala / Art Resource, NY.

Figure 4. [left] Installation view, high altar, S. 
Maria in Vallicella (Chiesa Nuova), Rome, Italy. 
Photo credit: Jeffrey Fraiman.

Figure 3. Installation view, high altar of S. Maria in Vallicella with the 
Madonna Vallicelliana displayed. Photo credit: Jeffrey Fraiman.

Figure 5. [facing page, top] Stefano Maderno, 
Santa Cecilia, 1599-1600, marble, length: 130 
cm. S. Cecilia in Trastevere, Rome, Italy. Photo 
credit: Paul Hermans.

Figure 6. [facing page, left] Annales Ecclesias-
tici, title page, vol. IV, Antwerp edition.

Figure 7. [facing page, right] Pietro da Cortona, 
Miracle of the Madonna della Vallicella, 1664-65, 
nave fresco, S. Maria in Vallicella (Chiesa Nuova), 
Rome, Italy. Photo credit: Jeffrey Fraiman.

Figure 8. [facing page, bottom right] Detail of 
façade, S. Maria in Vallicella, Rome, Italy. Photo 
credit: Jeffrey Fraiman.
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Hoogstraten left for England, concluding that De Gelder most likely 
left Amsterdam in 1666. Writing earlier, Van Fossen (Aert de Gelder, 
73-74) puts the artist’s return date from Amsterdam to Dordrecht as 
1669-1670, listing among other reasons the death of Rembrandt on 
that date. Van Fossen concludes, however, that there are no docu-
ments placing De Gelder back in Dordrecht before the 1680s, and 
that De Gelder could have possibly left Amsterdam at an earlier date 
and/or returned to the city from Dordrecht. Joachim W. von Moltke 
likewise supposes that De Gelder may have had continued contact 
with Rembrandt after leaving his studio; he gives the apprenticeship 
dates as 1662-1664, but specifically mentions that De Gelder may 
have seen the Self-Portrait as Zeuxis on later visits to Rembrandt’s studio 
(“A Personal View of the Artist as a Painter,” in Von Moltke, Arent de 
Gelder: Dordrecht 1645-1727 [Doornspijk: Davaco Publishers, 1994], 
19). Ernst van de Wetering uses the 1662 date of De Gelder’s entry as 
justification for the back-dating of Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait as Zeuxis 
(“Rembrandt’s Self-Portraits: Problems of Authenticity and Function,” 
in A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings IV: The Self-Portraits, ed. Ernst van 
de Wetering, et al. [New York: Springer Publishing, 2005], 296). Van 
de Wetering concludes later in the corpus entry, however, that the 
date of 1662 is only a supposition, albeit in favor of an even earlier 
start date (“Cat. no. IV 25: Self-Portrait as Zeuxis Laughing, ” in Van 
de Wetering, et al., A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings IV, 558). Albert 
Blankert dates the Rembrandt to the last years of the artist’s life, giv-
ing a range of 1663-1669 (“Rembrandt, Zeuxis, and Ideal Beauty,” in 
Selected Writings on Dutch Painting: Rembrandt, Van Beke, Vermeer 
and Others [Zwolle: Waanders Publishers, 2004], 44) and suggests 
that De Gelder must have been in the position to see Rembrandt’s 
painting in full while he was working on it (“Rembrandt, Zeuxis,” 36).

3 David de Witt, “Aert de Gelder, Jan Steen, and Houbraken’s ‘Perfect 
Picture’,” in Rembrandt and Dutch History Painting in the 17th Century, 
ed. Akira Kofuku (Tokyo: National Museum of Western Art, 2004): 85. 
On Houbraken (1660-1719) and De Gelder see Pastoor, “Life,” 3-5.

4 Blankert, “Rembrandt, Zeuxis,” 36. Blankert characterized De Gelder 
as “Rembrandt’s last and most faithful pupil…the only direct follower 
—one could even say unembarrassed imitator—of Rembrandt’s late, 
broad style.”
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1 Quoted in Gabriël M.C. Pastoor, “The Life of Arent de Gelder,” in 
Arent de Gelder: Dordrecht 1645-1727, ed. J.W. von Moltke (Doorn-
spijk: Davaco Publishers, 1994), 8. Pastoor identifies the date and 
placement of the advertisement as the 20 September 1727 issue of 
the Amsterdamsche Courant. However, I could not find the ad in the 
copy of the Amsterdamsche Courant that I examined, though Pastoor 
8n54 notes that the ad ran in the paper again on 2 and 14 October. 
Nevertheless, the ’s Gravenhaegse Courant text cited here corresponds 
with the passage he reproduces. The original reads (transcription 
mine from ’s Gravenhaegse Courant): “Maendag den 22 Octoberen 
volgende dagen, zal te Dordrecht verkogt worden, een grote quantiteyt 
zeer uyt muntende, ongemeen konstige en verwonderenswaerdige 
schilderyen, alle geschilderd en nagelaten door den vermaerden 
Heer en Konstschilder, Arent de Gelder, de eenigste Discipel, die 
zyne beroemden Meester Rembrand, stiptelyk in de Schilderkunst 
nagevolgd heeft.” This advertisement also references the fact that De 
Gelder was the main collector of his own works, which comprised 
about 70 of the 190 paintings left among his belongings at his death. 
The probate inventory also listed, among other things, painting equip-
ment, sketchbooks, framed drawings and prints. Inventory list cited 
in David Raymond van Fossen, The Paintings of Aert de Gelder (PhD 
diss., Harvard University, 1969), 9. 

2 De Gelder likely began his training as a painter in 1660 around the 
age of 15 with Rembrandt’s former pupil Samuel van Hoogstraten 
(1627-1678), who was one of the leading painters in Dordrecht in 
the 1660s. Though he is commonly believed to be the last or among 
the last of the master’s pupils, the exact dates of De Gelder’s tenure 
in Rembrandt’s studio have been the subject of some debate. Pastoor 
(“Life,” 4) puts the date of his entry at 1662, the year that Samuel van 

Imitatio and Aemulatio: Reevaluating Aert de Gelder’s 
Self-Portrait as Zeuxis

Michele L. Frederick

On October 1, 1727, the ’s Gravenhaegse Courant an-
nounced a posthumous sale of the collection of the Dor-
drecht painter Aert de Gelder (1645-1727). It advertised: 

a great quantity of extraordinarily artful 
and astonishingly beautiful paintings, all 
of which were painted and subsequently 
owned by the renowned gentleman and 
painter, the late Arent de Gelder, the only 
disciple who scrupulously followed his 
renowned master, Rembrandt, in the art 
of painting.1

Conspicuous within this text is the identification of De 
Gelder as a “disciple” of Rembrandt van Rijn (1609-1669), 

whose studio De Gelder entered around 1662 and prob-
ably left between 1666 and 1669.2 The tone of the Courant 
advertisement is foreshadowed in Arnold Houbraken’s 1721 
biography of De Gelder, which calls him “the most success-
ful imitator of Rembrandt’s manner,” a label that De Gelder 
himself may well have promoted.3 Houbraken’s description 
of him is echoed over 250 years later by Albert Blankert, 
who characterizes De Gelder as Rembrandt’s “unembar-
rassed imitator.”4 This designation comes from De Gelder’s 
rough, visible brushwork, which by the 1660s was heavily 
associated with Rembrandt and distinguishes De Gelder 
from many of the master’s other former pupils, such as the 
fijn painter Gerrit Dou. Thus within his lifetime, immedi-
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8 This definition of aemulatio dates back to antiquity and was transferred 
to seventeenth-century theoretical writing via the Renaissance. A 
tripartite process consisting of translatio-imitatio-aemulatio, imitation 
implies a visual reliance on but not direct copying from an original, 
while emulation requires that the original, admired work is surpassed 
through purposeful allusion but not reliance or copying. For more 
detailed discussions of this concept, its breadth, and its positive con-
notations see H. Perry Chapman, Rembrandt’s Self-Portraits: A Study 
in Seventeenth-Century Identity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press), 65-67. For the key discussion on this conceptual framework 
for aemulatio see Eddy de Jongh, “The Spur of Wit: Rembrandt’s 
Response to an Italian Challenge,” Delta (1969): 49-67. For a discus-
sion of this concept in relation to Rembrandt’s followers, see Blankert 
“Rapen Again: Notes on Aemulatio and Plagiarism in Dutch Painting,” 
in Aemulatio: Imitation, Emulation and Invention in Netherlandish Art 
from 1500 to 1800, Essays in Honor of Eric Jan Sluijter, ed. Anton W.A. 
Boschloo, et al. (Zwolle: Waanders Publishers, 2011), 277-287. On 
artistic competition for Rembrandt see also Golahny, Rembrandt’s 
Reading, 204-205.

9 Underlining this conclusion is the fact that by the 1680s many of 
Rembrandt’s other pupils had already gone in a different direction 
(several of them toward fine or smooth brushwork), so that De Gelder’s 
rouw style (rough or visible brushwork) can be seen as his attempt to 
separate himself from the pack, so to speak.

10 Pastoor, “Life,” 6. De Gelder never married or had children. This in-
heritance was valued between 10,000 and 20,000 f. For comparative 
purposes, Pastoor points out that the assets of Godfried Schalcken were 
valued between 1,000-4,000 f, whom Houbraken reports was paid 
handsomely for his work. De Gelder’s inheritance included houses 
and other properties, stocks, and bonds.

5 From 1998-1999 a major exhibition of the artist’s work was staged 
in Dordrecht, Cologne, and Ghent. Two major catalogues for this 
show were published, the Dutch version declaring De Gelder as 
“Rembrandt’s last pupil,” (Dirk Bijker, et al., Arent de Gelder [1645-
1727]: Rembrandts laatste leerling, exhibition catalogue [Dordrecht: 
Dordrechts Museum, 1998]) and the German catalogue hailing him 
as “Rembrandt’s master pupil and successor” (Udo Brüssow, Arent 
de Gelder [1645-1727]: Rembrandts Meisterschüler und Nachfolger, 
exhibition catalogue [Köln: Wallraf-Richartz-Museum; Dordrecht: 
Dordrechts Museum; Ghent: Snoeck-Ducaju & Zoon, 1998]). Notable 
reexaminations of the relationship between De Gelder and Rembrandt 
are Van Fossen’s (Aert de Gelder, 1969) systematic comparisons of 
Rembrandt’s and De Gelder’s paintings to determine the extent of 
his reliance on his last teacher (Aert de Gelder, 188; see more broadly 
182-191) as well as De Witt’s (“Aert de Gelder, Jan Steen,” 86) conclu-
sion that it was Jan Steen who served as an important source for De 
Gelder, an innovation that I examine in a longer version of this essay.

6 Blankert, “Rembrandt, Zeuxis,” 33.

7 Quoted in Amy Golahny, Rembrandt’s Reading: The Artist’s Bookshelf 
of Ancient Poetry and History (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 
Press, 2003), 202. Von Moltke (“A Personal View,” 29n48) refers to 
the story as available to Aert de Gelder through Van Mander or Van 
Hoogstraten’s writings. See also Van de Wetering, “Rembrandt’s 
Self-Portraits,” 296; Blankert, “Rembrandt, Zeuxis,” 38; and Van de 
Wetering “Cat. no. IV 25,” 556. Van de Wetering (“Cat. no. IV 25,” 
559) also details that Samuel van Hoogstraten, following Van Mander 
(1548-1606), describes the story of Zeuxis laughing in two places 
within his 1678 Inleyding. Emphasizing Zeuxis as a painter of emotions, 
Van Hoogstraten explains that in painting the old woman Zeuxis finally 
revealed his “unusual” character by splitting with laughter before his 
own painting.

ately after his death and continuing well into the twentieth 
century Aert de Gelder’s name has been inseparable from 
that of Rembrandt.5 

In his 1973 article Blankert used a then little-known 
Self-Portrait by De Gelder in Frankfurt (Figure 1) to identify 
the subject of Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait in Cologne (Figure 2) 
as Rembrandt in the guise of the fourth-century BCE Greek 
painter Zeuxis. Rembrandt’s laughing expression and the 
figure to his left are the unique identifiers of the Cologne 
painting, suggesting a specific subject but not leading easily to 
one. Art historians had struggled with Rembrandt’s painting, 
identifying it alternately as the laughing philosopher Dem-
ocritus with a bust of the crying Heraclitus or as Rembrandt 
laughing at an image of death.6 By way of De Gelder’s 
painting, Blankert persuasively connected Rembrandt’s 
portrayal to the legend of Zeuxis’s death. A story uncommon 
in literature on art and unprecedented in painting before 
Rembrandt, it first appeared in Dutch in Karel van Mander’s 
Schilder-Boeck (Haarlem, 1604). Van Mander relates: 

Zeuxis is supposed to have died laughing 
immoderately, choking while painting 
from life a funny, wrinkled old woman…
Here is a poet’s version of these lines: “Do 
you laugh without moderation? Or do you 
wish to be like the painter, who died from 
laughing?”7

This paper seeks to assess De Gelder’s emulation of 
Rembrandt, arguing that De Gelder’s Self-Portrait as Zeuxis 
marks his own innovation and experimentation. Because 
Rembrandt’s painting is the only other version of the story 
of Zeuxis’s death, De Gelder’s choice of subject can be read 
as a deliberate homage to and rivalry with Rembrandt. De 
Gelder’s Self-Portrait is used as a case study through which 
to explore his ideas of emulation—imitation with the aim 
of surpassing—as a selective appropriation of both style and 
subject matter.8 Though Blankert’s characterization of De 
Gelder’s Zeuxis implies a lack of creativity—imitation, not 
emulation—now one can recognize the central role that 
both concepts played in artistic modes of the seventeenth 
century, to the extent that De Gelder used emulation as a 
self-promotional trademark style.9

Aert de Gelder was the eldest of four children and upon 
the death of his father in 1698 inherited the family’s mas-
sive fortune, which gave him an astounding level of financial 
independence as well as artistic freedom.10 Since De Gelder 
did not rely on the sale of his paintings for survival, he was at 
liberty to emulate Rembrandt’s work in any manner he chose 
without much concern for marketability. It also seems that 
De Gelder was not interested—or successful—in circulating 
his paintings among Dordrecht collectors. Only a few docu-
ments mention him as a painter within his lifetime, and his 
works do not appear in public sales with any regularity until 
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11 Pastoor (“Life,” 7-8) notes a 1669 probate inventory of the woolen 
cloth merchant Adriaen Coenen that lists a painting by De Gelder. He 
also painted portraits of some Dordrecht citizens and was close friends 
with Jakob Moelaert, an amateur painter and art collector, who likely 
also served as a patron and whom could possibly be the sitter in De 
Gelder’s so-called Self-Portrait with the Hundred Guilder Print (1710, 
St. Petersburg, Hermitage Museum).

12 De Gelder’s father, Jan de Gelder (d. 1698), had trained as a cooper 
and in 1638 succeeded his father Arent Jansz. de Gelder as caretaker 
of the Dordrecht West India House. Jan advanced from caretaker to 
bookkeeper and then treasurer of the West India House as he also 
expanded his income through moneylending, independent merchant 
activities, and real estate ventures. Throughout the 1660s Jan’s status 
in Dordrecht continued to grow, resulting first in several prestigious 
militia appointments and culminating in his election to the College of 
Eight Worthy Men in 1680. While Aert’s social success did not rival 
that of his father, he was made the ensign of the same militia company 
and eventually advanced to captain in 1694, signaling that he, too, 
was a respected member of the Dordrecht community. See Pastoor, 
“Life,” 1-4.

13 See note 2 for De Gelder’s training with Hoogstraten and Rembrandt.

14 Based on the notion that Rembrandt’s painting was originally much 
larger, Blankert (“Rembrandt, Zeuxis,” 36) intimated that De Gelder’s 
entire composition might have been based on Rembrandt’s original, 
which he thought may have been of similar dimensions. The most 

recent conservation work done by the Wallraf-Richartz Museum in 
Cologne on the Rembrandt demonstrates the significant difference in 
size between Rembrandt’s and De Gelder’s canvases (Iris Schaefer, 
Kathrin Pilz, and Caroline von Saint-George, “Rembrandts ‘Selbstbild-
nis als Zeuxis’: Neues zum Original, zur Erhaltung und zur Frage der 
Restaurierung,” Zeitschrift für Kunsttechnologie und Konservierung 25, 
no. 2 [2011]: 289-290). Conservators determined that Rembrandt’s 
canvas could have been at most 119 x 85 cm and at least 100 x 69 
cm, those maximum dimensions increasing the current measurement 
(82.5 x 65 cm) by only 36.5 cm in height and 20 cm in width. In both 
the minimum and maximum expansion scenarios, the Rembrandt 
retains its vertical orientation and the extra canvas space would still 
not allow for the scene to resemble De Gelder’s more closely.

15 See note 2 for the possibility of De Gelder’s exposure to Rembrandt’s 
Self-Portrait as Zeuxis throughout his work on the canvas.

16 The box, also known as a Wasch-Fasse, closely matches contemporary 
descriptions. The Wasch-Fasse united both cleaning and storage, with a 
scraper in the partition between two oil-filled chambers used to loosen 
and remove colors as well as store brushes so they would not dry 
out. For a description of the construction and function of the Wasch-
Fasse as published in J.M. Cröker’s 1736 painter’s manual, see Katja 
Kleinert, Atelierdarstellungen in der niederländischen Genremalerei 
des 17. Jahrhunderts: Realistiches Abbild oder glaubwürdiger Schein? 
(Petersberg: Imhof, 2006), 50. 

17 The story was first recorded by Pliny and then published in the Neth-

after 1740.11 This leads to the conclusion that he likely led a 
socially prominent yet artistically minor life in Dordrecht.12 
Although his inclusion in Houbraken’s biographies indicates 
that De Gelder’s work was well known among contempo-
raries, his paintings could not command the prices or prestige 
of his teachers, and his critical fortunes continue to be linked 
almost exclusively to Rembrandt.13 

At this point it is beneficial to distinguish the exact re-
lationship between the two paintings. Beyond their shared 
subject, in De Gelder’s Self-Portrait the artist’s position and 
relation to the canvas are indeed based on Rembrandt’s 
earlier painting, however there are several key differences 
between the two that speak to De Gelder’s emulative 
practice. Rembrandt’s painting was once thought to have 
been much larger—and thus possibly closer in format to De 
Gelder’s—but recent technical study has demonstrated that 
this is not the case.14 Rembrandt depicted his half-length 
figure with shoulders and chest turned slightly right and head 
tilted left but still held fairly upright while De Gelder’s upper 
body is turned further from the viewer and the left tilt of his 
head is more extreme. The relationships between the two 
figures and their canvases also vary. Rembrandt’s painting 
places more distance between the artist and canvas, the right 
side of which likely terminated above the center of his head 
as revealed by an x-ray examination of the painting (Figure 
3). De Gelder’s work, on the other hand, positions him sur-
rounded on all sides by his canvas, emphasizing that he is the 
creator of this image and the painting as a whole—that he 
is an artist at work. Significantly, the x-ray reveals that this is 
the very aspect that Rembrandt erased from his Self-Portrait 
by eliminating his painting hand, today only visible through 
the x-ray like the edge of Rembrandt’s fictive canvas men-

tioned above. This detail of Rembrandt with brush in hand, 
however, would have been clearly visible in the painting’s 
initial appearance.15 Branching away from Rembrandt, De 
Gelder shows himself as actively at work and even modifies 
Rembrandt’s original gesture to suggest a different moment: 
just after the completion of the work and the beginning of 
his laughter at its ugly comedy. This is emphasized by De 
Gelder’s action: by leaning forward to clean his brush on a 
painter’s box, he signals that he has finished painting and 
is preparing his materials for storage (Figure 4).16 Thus in 
response to Rembrandt’s erasure of his working hand, to 
his reliance on just a laughing face for his identification with 
Zeuxis, De Gelder both preserves this gesture and expands 
the size and level of detail in his canvas. By doing this De 
Gelder maintains the compositional and stylistic links be-
tween his picture and Rembrandt’s while simultaneously 
expanding the narrative possibilities (and identifiability) of 
a self-portrait as Zeuxis. De Gelder, then, chose to portray 
himself as Zeuxis laughing, a subject that had no precedent 
before Rembrandt’s painting, but in a drastically different 
manner from his late teacher. It is useful to address the status 
of Zeuxis before speculating on De Gelder’s motives.

In seventeenth-century Holland, the reputation of Zeuxis 
was manifold. By far the most-repeated legend of Zeuxis, 
both visually and textually, thematized the construction of 
ideal beauty from nature (Figure 5). Commissioned to paint 
a picture of Helen of Troy by the city of Croton, Zeuxis 
called for the most beautiful women of the city and found 
none adequate to the task. He ultimately combined the 
most pleasing parts of the five most beautiful Crotonians, 
perfecting nature to create an ideal.17 From Alberti’s writings 
in the fifteenth century onward, this story was repeated as 
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 erlands by Karel van Mander in 1604 and Samuel van Hoogstraten 
in 1678. Significantly, this was previously the only story about Zeuxis 
to be depicted in painting (Blankert, “Rembrandt, Zeuxis,” 39). For 
the legend see Leonard Barkan, “The Heritage of Zeuxis: Painting, 
Rhetoric, and History,” in Antiquity and its Interpreters, ed. Alina Payne, 
Ann Kuttner, and Rebekah Smick (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 99; Chapman, Rembrandt’s Self-Portraits, 103; and Van 
de Wetering, “Rembrandt’s Self-Portraits,” 296.

18 For this story as a theoretical justification for the selection from nature 
see Van de Wetering, “Cat. no. IV 25,” 559. The legend was often 
cited as support of the Academic principle of electio. See Blankert, 
“Rembrandt, Zeuxis,” 39; and Elizabeth C. Mansfield, Too Beautiful 
to Picture: Zeuxis, Myth, and Mimesis (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2007), 7.

19 Chapman, Rembrandt’s Self-Portraits, 103; Walter S. Melion, Shaping 
the Netherlandish Canon: Karel van Mander’s Schilder-boeck (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991): 31-32; Amy Golahny, Rembrandt’s 
Reading, 204.

20 Irene Schaudies (“Trimming Rubens’ Shadow: New Light on the 
Mediation of Caravaggio in the Southern Netherlands,” Nederlands 
Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 55 [2004]: 344-345) repeats this story as the 
antique theoretical legitimacy for Caravaggio’s Boy with a Basket of 
Fruit (1593, Rome, Galleria Borghese).

21 The Schilder-Boeck begins with biographies of ancient painters. Ac-

cording to Walter Melion, these biographies cast the ancients as “the 
masters whose practice deserves imitation” (Shaping the Netherland-
ish Canon, 28). For Zeuxis according to Van Mander, see Melion, 
Shaping, 6. Van Mander says of Zeuxis, “one finds that among those 
who pursued our art in old or ancient times, some were better at one 
thing and others at another just as you shall see in their lives…Zeuxis 
fashioned over-large heads, but was a good painter of fruit.” Quoted in 
Melion, Shaping the Netherlandish Canon, 28. Van Mander’s praise of 
successfully painting inanimate objects is quite different from Alberti’s 
praise of the same artist, where he values Zeuxis for his ability to ani-
mate female figures rather than simply rendering fruit well (Melion, 
Shaping the Netherlandish Canon, 30).

22 Quoted in Golahny, Rembrandt’s Reading, 203. 

23 Golahny, Rembrandt’s Reading, 203.

24 This is suggested in Ibid., 18. 

25 See Ann Jensen Adams, “The Performative Portrait Historié,” in Poker-
faced: Flemish and Dutch Baroque Faces Unveiled, ed. Katlijne Van der 
Stighelen, Hannelore Magnus, and Bert Watteeuw (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2010). Adams (“Performative Portrait Historié,” 199) identifies two 
distinct trends in portraits historiés, the attributive and the performative 
types. The attributive type had mostly fallen out of fashion by 1630, 
its depiction of contemporary sitters with the attributes of a historical 
figure being usurped by the performative type. 

support for the idealization of nature and the adherence to 
a classical model of painting.18

A second popular anecdote was the story of the com-
petition between Zeuxis and Parrhasius, where the former 
painted a bowl of fruit so convincing that birds pecked at 
it and the latter depicted a curtain with such success that 
his opponent attempted to lift it to find the painting under-
neath.19 Even Joachim von Sandrart, who knew Rembrandt 
and wrote extensively about his life, only illustrated these 
first two legends in his artistic treatise, where they appeared, 
as seen here, on a single sheet (Figure 5). A third legend is 
a variation of the contest with Parrhasius. As told by Pliny, 
Zeuxis supposedly painted a picture of a boy holding a basket 
of fruit so convincing that birds were again fooled into trying 
to eat it. Zeuxis was highly troubled by this, since it meant 
that he had painted the fruit better than the boy since the 
birds were not frightened.20 Where the most popular anec-
dote of Zeuxis’s life frames him as a master of nature and 
idealization, these two cast him alternately as a second-tier il-
lusionist and a fruit- rather than figure-painter. This judgment 
is also found in Van Mander, where rather than the inventor 
of idealized female beauty Zeuxis becomes the premier fruit 
painter, albeit one who is still worthy of imitation.21 

The fourth story, that of Zeuxis’ death, is by far the most 
obscure. The version by Van Mander related above was 
expanded in a Dutch edition of Petrus Lauremberg’s 1661 
Acerra Philologica. He writes: 

Zeuxis, a Painter, once portrayed very ex-
pertly from life an old, wrinkled, crooked, 
and misshapen Woman. When he keenly 
regarded his work, which fully correspond-
ed to the [old woman’s] form, he began 

to laugh so immoderately and violently 
that he laughed his own living breath out 
of himself, and fell dead on the ground.22 

Significant to this retelling is the emphasis on Zeuxis 
painting from a wrinkled, ugly model, from life, where his 
illusionistic prowess is ultimately responsible for his death. De 
Gelder’s model and the orange in her hand thus incorporate 
all the legends of Zeuxis into this depiction of the artist’s 
death, perhaps even specifically referring to Lauremberg’s 
account, a version that likely inspired Rembrandt as well.23 
Zeuxis’s most well known biographical detail, his painting of 
Helen of Troy, is conjured here not through direct reference 
but rather through subversion. To a seventeenth-century 
viewer, the name Zeuxis would likely bring to mind that 
famous portrait, but in both versions—especially De Gelder’s 
with the presence of the model—they are presented with an 
old woman rather than an idealized beauty, the implications 
of which will be discussed below.

On the surface this image presents the quotidian seven-
teenth-century studio with the artist at work. However the 
identification of the subject as a portrait of the artist as Zeuxis 
laughing also makes this image a historiated portrait.24 This 
particular type of portrait historié is performative, in that—
rather than inserting a portrait into an historical scene—the 
subject is an allusion to an historical personality that is set 
in the present and thereby suggests specific qualities of 
character in the portrayed individual.25 In other words, De 
Gelder used this portrait type to craft his own image and 
artistic persona as the modern Zeuxis through the use of a 
performative self-portrait as the famous painter. 

Though assuming the role of Zeuxis at his death could be 
viewed with condemnation for its immoderation, the ancient 
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32 De Witt, “Aert de Gelder, Jan Steen,” 85.

33 Christopher D.M. Atkins rightly pointed out to me the fluidity of terms 
such as “classical” as applied to painting styles in the seventeenth 
century. In his explorations of the terms rouw and net/fijn as used 
in relation to the work of Frans Hals, Atkins demonstrates that the 
connotations of the rouw style evolved over the course of the cen-
tury. This is particularly true in relation to Hals, whose works, Atkins 
argues, overcome possible objections to their brushwork through their 
unequivocal virtuosity (The Signature Style of Frans Hals: Painting, 
Subjectivity, and the Market in Early Modernity [Amsterdam: Amster-
dam University Press, 2012], 89-101). While this argument that rouw 
does not necessarily constitute un- or anti-classical is successfully 
applied to Hals, De Gelder’s surviving body of work demonstrates 
no rival for the virtuosic complexity of Hals, and De Gelder’s pur-
poseful and  sustained connection with Rembrandt indicates to me 
that De Gelder is taking up Rembrandt’s legacy and, particularly in 
the Self-Portrait as Zeuxis, defending this self-consciously rouw style 
in direct response to classicists like De Lairesse and De Bisschop 
who condemned these specific elements in Rembrandt’s work.

34 “Picturesque” is a loaded term in the discussion of seventeenth-century 
classicism. Van de Wetering, “Cat. no. IV 25,” 559 cites the criticism 
of Rembrandt from 1670 onwards as “someone with a predilection 
for ‘picturesque’ subjects—such as wrinkled old women.” Gerard de 
Lairesse’s (1640-1711, published Groot Schilderboek 1707) critique 
of Rembrandt and his followers focused on their painterly style and 
lowbrow realism while praising the depiction of emotions (Van de 
Wetering, “Cat. no. IV 25,” 559). Following De Bisschop, De Lairesse 
even attempted to change the definition of schilderachtig (painterly), 
traditionally applied to the varied, colorful, peculiar, and distinctive. 
Lyckle de Vries finds that the term was usually applied to landscapes, 
“but also to human figures, buildings, and utensils that were old and 
unsightly” (De Vries, “Gerard de Lairesse,” 83). De Lairesse instead 
promoted the classically picturesque, emphasizing symmetry, grace,  
and classical beauty. Protesting vehemently against the original defini-
tion, De Lairesse and the classicists before him condemned adherence 
to a personal style. As Lyckle de Vries observes, “although De Lairesse

26 Golahny, Rembrandt’s Reading, 203. Lauremberg concludes the story 
of Zeuxis with “Moderation is good in all things, because it is as one 
says in the Proverb: Too much is unhealthy. By avoidance, all excess 
may be overturned.”

27 Ibid., 203-204; Chapman, Rembrandt’s Self-Portraits, 102; Mansfield, 
Too Beautiful to Picture, 20; Van de Wetering, “Rembrandt’s Self-
Portraits,” 296.

28 De Gelder was an artist who was himself eccentric (as described by 
contemporaries), and was wealthy but not yet a famed painter. On 
Zeuxis’s fame as the inspiration for Rembrandt’s image see Chapman, 
Rembrandt’s Self-Portraits, 102 and Blankert, “Rembrandt, Zeuxis,” 
28. On Zeuxis’s hubris see Mansfield, Too Beautiful to Picture, 155.

29 On classicist art theory in the Netherlands, specifically Gerard de 
Lairesse and his critical vocabulary, see Lyckle de Vries, Gerard de 
Lairesse: An Artist between Stage and Studio (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 1998) and “Gerard de Lairesse: The Critical Vocabu-
lary of an Art Theorist,” Oud Holland 117, no. 1/2 (2004): 79-98. See 
also Blankert, “Rembrandt, Zeuxis,” 39-41.

30 De Vries, Gerard de Lairesse, 79-80: De Vries emphasized that classicist 
art theory was slightly behind the reality of painting practices, which 
had conformed to a more classical mode beginning around 1650.

31 Ernst van de Wetering finds fault with Blankert’s argument that Rem-
brandt’s work constitutes a response to classicist criticism. Van de 
Wetering doubts that already by 1665 when Rembrandt painted De 
Lairesse’s portrait the latter was such a staunch classicist that Rem-
brandt “felt impelled to come up with a painted statement opposing 
him,” and that there is no clear evidence that such ideas were prevalent 
during the 1660s and thus whether Rembrandt was even aware of 
such critique (Corpus, “Cat. no. IV 25,” 559). Chapman (Rembrandt’s 
Self-Portraits, 103-104 and 129) argues that such classicist commentary 
“must have been obvious from the 1650s,” but nevertheless maintains 
that to see Rembrandt’s painting as only a theoretical critique or 
celebration of naturalism is a shaky supposition.

painter had a lofty reputation that spoke to the value of non-
conformity and expressiveness, qualities that initially drew 
Rembrandt’s interest and continued to attract De Gelder.26 
Zeuxis was a famed painter of emotions and was noted 
for his unusual and unexpected subjects, the high prices 
obtained for his work, and for his eccentric style of painting 
and his hubris.27 The second-most famous and respected 
Antique painter in the Netherlands (after Apelles), Zeuxis’s 
status and above all his appeal for Rembrandt culminated in 
De Gelder’s desire to emulate this model.28 This emulative 
self-portrayal as Zeuxis marks De Gelder’s effort to identify 
with and portray himself both literally and theoretically as 
Zeuxis incarnate.

De Gelder’s style, like Rembrandt’s, stood firmly op-
posed to the smooth classicism that had dominated the 
Netherlands since mid-century and whose proponents 
praised Zeuxis’s life but ignored his death.29 Writing in 
1668/69, Jan de Bisschop (1628-1671) attacked what he 
saw as the preoccupation in Dutch art with the painterly 
and ugly, railing, “whatever is unsightly in reality is pleasing 
and praiseworthy in art, and that consequently a deformed, 
wrinkled and tottering old man is more suitable for a paint-
ing than a handsome and youthful one.”30 Although it is 
unclear whether De Gelder read these theoretical texts, 

by the 1680s the popularity of classicism would have been 
all but unavoidable in artistic communities throughout the 
Netherlands. While Rembrandt’s knowledge of the classicist 
critique of his own work is problematic though highly likely, 
De Gelder would have been unable to escape such com-
mentary about his work and Rembrandt’s, as well as the 
constant linking of the two.31 Houbraken applied this type 
of criticism when he wrote that De Gelder used his “brush, 
but also his thumb and finger if he found it necessary, and 
the butt end of his brush.”32 Condemning what he thought 
to be crude methods of painting, Houbraken’s words likely 
reflect the popular opinion of De Gelder’s paintings and at 
the very least conversations the two may have had over the 
many years they knew each other.33 

What seems significant in this theoretical context is De 
Gelder’s deliberate choice not only to paint in a manner 
derided by classicists—to his continued lack of artistic suc-
cess—but also in this instance to select the very wrinkled, old 
subject condemned by De Bisschop. If we define “painterly” 
and “ugly” as simply not idealized and young, it seems that 
De Gelder is deliberately defying classicist tenets by present-
ing a traditionally realist subject rather than a picturesque 
one.34 In addition to the realistic studio serving as a vehicle 
for De Gelder’s performative identification with Zeuxis, the 
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40 Ibid.

41 Ibid. On this painting see also Seymour Slive, Dutch Painting: 1600-
1800 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995), 119.

42 See especially Chapman, Rembrandt’s Self-Portraits, 101-104 and 
Golahny, Rembrandt’s Reading, 200-205.

43 By all accounts De Gelder was actually cross-eyed (or had some re-
lated eye condition): Jacob Campo Weyerman (1677-1747) writes of 
De Gelder in his 1729 Lives: “The pious Arent de Gelder, who was a 
painter in his soul and lived as a painter would, was a pleasant man, 
full of wit and droll conversation, and since he squinted unpardonably 
in both eyes, and one could never tell whether or not he was looking 
at the person he stood or sat with in conversation, often made people 
laugh quite a bit, without his taking offense.” Quoted in Van Fossen, 
Aert de Gelder, 13. [“Den vroomen Arent de Gelder, die een Schilder 
in de ziel was en op een schilderachtige manier leefde, was een aardig 
Man vol quinkslaagen en kluchtige diskoerssen, en dewijl hy onver-
geeslijk scheel zag met beyde de oogen, kon men nooit zeggen, of hy 
den person daar hy mee stont of zat te praaten aankeek ofte niet, dat 
dikmaals de luyden niet weynig deed lacghen zonder dat hy zich daar 
eens aan stoorde.”] in Jacob Camp Weyerman, Levens-beschryvingen 
der Konstschilders (The Hague, 1729), 3: 44. Pastoor (“Life,” 5) also 
alludes to Weyerman in characterizing De Gelder as a “cross-eyed, 
good-natured, cheerful, and inspired painter.” However, Weyerman 
only mentions that De Gelder’s condition is a squint, so it is possible 
that he could have been wall-eyed rather than cross-eyed, though 
scholars more commonly substitute the latter for squint today.

 hardly ever mentioned Rembrandt’s name when criticizing him, it is 
hard to read these phrases without thinking of Rembrandt’s later work 
and that of his followers, such as Arent de Gelder” (De Vries, “Gerard 
de Lairesse,” 95).

35 The evolution of this section was greatly aided by Perry Chapman in 
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36 The conspicuously placed compass on the table’s edge may also com-
ment on this, with its source De Gelder’s first teacher and Rembrandt’s 
student Samuel van Hoogstraten. In his Inleyding (Rotterdam, 1678), 
Van Hoogstraten emphasizes the importance of observation and 
drawing from nature, the prolonged practice of which will allow the 
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directly from nature. See Celeste Brusati, Artifice and Illusion: The Art 
and Writing of Samuel van Hoogstraten (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1995), 227.

37 In reference to this contrast is it helpful to keep in mind the exceeding 
rarity of De Gelder’s self-portraits. They are limited to only two, one 
of which has been questioned by some: the Self-Portrait as Zeuxis 
and the Self-Portrait with the Hundred Guilder Print from 1710 (St. 
Petersburg, Hermitage Museum). On an alternative identification 
of the sitter in the Hermitage painting, see Pastoor, “Life,” 7. Thank 
you to Christopher D.M. Atkins for his comments on this point in the 
genesis of this article.

38 De Witt, “Aert de Gelder, Jan Steen,” 86-87.

39 Ibid., 87.

spare and simple space also seems to emphasize a break 
with classicist ideals of painting.35 As with Rembrandt’s 
Zeuxis and his early Artist in his Studio (at the MFA, Boston), 
De Gelder’s painted studio contains no theoretical texts, no 
paintings or sculpture or drawings. We are presented solely 
with an artist, his model, and his tools,36 a bold statement 
on painting from nature rather than classical idealization. 
Moreover, De Gelder here makes reference to the popular 
reputation of Zeuxis as a revered classical painter, an icon of 
idealization, but transforms him into a rough-hewn image of 
an artist painting naer het leven (from/after life).

Perfectly evocative of his view of aemulatio as selective 
appropriation, in the Zeuxis De Gelder furthermore pres-
ents a style that directly imitates the rough manner typical 
of Rembrandt, but modifies it to be more descriptive than 
expressive. For example, Rembrandt has built up the image 
of his face using layers of impasto that are heavily worked 
in a manner that evokes his ongoing fascination with the 
expressive potentialities of his own visage. De Gelder, on the 
other hand, is interested in rougher brushwork as a means of 
conveying emotions through realism and plasticity of form.37 
In a distinction that becomes even clearer in comparison 
with other late self-portraits by Rembrandt such as the Self-
Portrait as the Apostle Paul (Figures 6 and 7), in De Gelder’s 
Zeuxis it is the expression on the face of the artist rather than 
the way in which it is painted that conveys the emotion of 
the moment. His subject and style evoke Rembrandt with-
out the same type of emotionality, expressing his desire to 
emulate Rembrandt more than a desire to experiment with 
the capabilities of brushwork. Thus in one work De Gelder 
was able to confront both Zeuxis and Rembrandt through 

this emulative self-portrait that addresses Zeuxis through 
its content and Rembrandt through its form. Conceived as 
both homage and challenge, De Gelder achieves aemulatio 
by way of imitatio.

The distinct difference between the emotionalism of 
De Gelder and that of Rembrandt is demonstrated through 
a brief examination of just a few works. Identifying the 
strange—often unattractive—expressions of figures in De 
Gelder’s history paintings, David de Witt concludes that De 
Gelder rejected the tendency toward serenity and calm—but 
with powerful emotions—characteristic of Rembrandt’s late 
work.38 A comparison of The Jewish Bride (Figure 8) with De 
Gelder’s The Banquet of Ahasuerus (Figure 9) starkly illustrates 
this point. Where Rembrandt’s figures are characterized by 
their dignified and affecting interiority, De Gelder’s tend to 
appear inelegant and exaggerated by comparison. Though 
De Gelder’s style was much in the manner of his late teacher, 
he consistently chose what De Witt calls an “extremely can-
did” depiction of human emotions.39 In other words, these 
sometimes-strange faces represent De Gelder’s version of 
raw realism, his attempt to show emotion as it actually ap-
peared.40 In the Berlin Holy Family, for example, De Witt 
emphasizes the absence of grace and grandeur that one 
would expect from a Biblical scene, with Joseph sporting an 
odd grin as he tries to amuse the infant Christ (Figure 10).41 
This characterization of De Gelder’s emotionalism as exag-
gerated certainly applies to the Self-Portrait as Zeuxis as well. 
Here the image of the artist appears less as a meditation on 
painting and mortality—as it likely was for Rembrandt42—and 
more a cheeky expression of artistic self-fashioning through 
the exaggeratedly cross-eyed visage of the painter himself.43
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This paper has aimed to show that De Gelder’s interest in 
this subject constitutes a multi-faceted exercise in emulation 
that simultaneously demonstrates his reliance on, admira-
tion for, and desire to surpass Rembrandt and by extension 
Zeuxis. His choice of such an anti-classical, rough mode 
of painting was one beyond mere dedication to a former 
instructor—after all these works were created twenty years 
apart—though it can be seen as the defense of Rembrandt’s 
(and his own) realism against classicist critics. By painting 
himself as Zeuxis laughing De Gelder also places himself in 
direct comparison to both the ancient painter and the late 
master. De Gelder at once pays homage to and triumphs 
over Zeuxis, whom he surpassed through his mastery of 
figure, object, and expression, and over Rembrandt, that 

in taking up his master’s subject and style he was able to 
present a more descriptively successful laughing image. In 
light of the present study, one can conclude that Blankert 
was unequivocally correct in labeling De Gelder as Rem-
brandt’s “unembarrassed imitator.” It is through this strategy 
that De Gelder makes his own separate artistic statement, 
giving the unembarrassed grin of a painter who believes 
this selective appropriation has allowed him to best both 
the ancients and moderns. Above all, De Gelder’s picture 
seems to speak to his aspiration: constructing himself in the 
image of both Zeuxis and Rembrandt, De Gelder’s picture 
has a lofty aim that did not match his reality, but certainly 
matched his ambitions.

University of Delaware

Figure 1. Aert de Gelder, Self-Portrait as Zeuxis, 1685, oil on canvas, 141.5 x 167.3 cm. Städel Museum, Frankfurt am Main, © U. Edelmann - Städel 
Museum – ARTOTHEK. 
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Figure 5. Johann Jakob von Sandrart, Composuit Zeuxes Iunonem e Quinque 
Puellis; Parrhasius Velo, Volucris Ceu Fallitur Uva, from Joachim von Sandrart, 
Teutsche Academie der Bau-Bildhauer-und Maler-Kunst, Bd. VII, Plate C, first 
published 1675-1680, this edition Nürnberg: Johann Andreas Endterischen, 
1774. Engraving, page h 46 cm. Photo courtesy of Marquand Library of Art 
& Archaeology, Princeton University.

Figure 4. Detail of Figure 1.

Figure 3. X-ray of Figure 2, 2011. Photo courtesy of the Wallraf-
Richartz-Museum, Cologne.

Figure 2. Rembrandt van Rijn, Self-Portrait as Zeuxis, c. 1668, oil on canvas, 
82.5 x 65 cm. Wallraf-Richartz-Museum & Fondation Corboud, Cologne 
(WRM 2526), Photo © Rheinisches Bildarchiv, Cologne: rba_c004951.
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Figure 7. Detail of Figure 1.

Figure 6. Detail of the face of the artist from Rembrandt van 
Rijn, Self-Portrait as the Apostle Paul, 1661, oil on canvas, 
91 x 77 cm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.

Figure 8. Rembrandt van Rijn, Isaac and Rebecca, known as The Jewish Bride, c. 1665-1669, oil on canvas, 121.5 x 166.5 cm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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Figure 9. Aert de Gelder, The Banquet of Ahasuerus, c. 1680s, oil on canvas, 44 x 55 in. The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 79.PA.71. Digital image 
courtesy of the Getty’s Open Content Program.
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Figure 10. Aert de Gelder, Holy Family, 1680s, oil on canvas, 80.5 x 97.3 cm. bpk, Berlin / Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen, Berlin / Photo credit: 
Jörg P. Anders / Art Resource, NY.
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Fashionable Modernity: Agency and Spectacle in James Tissot’s 
Portrait of the Marquise de Miramon

Maura Gleeson

In 1866, James Tissot painted the full-length portrait of 
Thèrése Feuillant, the Marquise de Miramon, standing in 
her private room at the Château de Paulhac (Figure 1). Con-
temporary art historians have not studied the importance of 
the Marquise in relation to Tissot’s body of work during the 
1860s. Despite the avowedly feminine fashion and domestic 
setting of her portrait, this paper argues that the Marquise’s 
collection of eighteenth-century and Japanese art on display 
in the painting demonstrates her elite lineage and intellectual 
agency beyond the nineteenth-century norms for women. 
The work was originally intended for the family’s home until 
Tissot asked to borrow and submit the painting to the 1867 
Universal Exposition. This massive world fair demonstrated 
Paris’ modern industry and consumerism, and the Marquise 
was one of the few paintings chosen by the selective jury 
to represent French art that year. Tissot rocketed to public 
and financial success following the Exposition and received 
numerous commissions from the fashionable elite in Paris. 
Tissot’s participation in the Exposition, from which many 
of his contemporaries were rejected, would also have a 
profound impact on his critical reception.  Based on a close 
reading of his Portrait of the Marquise, this paper offers a cor-
rective to the received understanding of Tissot as a plagiarist 
who pandered to middle class tastes and instead considers 
the ways in which his art engaged modernity, consumerism 
and gender. This paper examines how Tissot’s art and career 
provide important insight into the lucrative roles art played 
in constructing the modern, fashionable identities of the 
nineteenth-century elite and discusses the impact of these 
ideas on the critical biases toward the value of his oeuvre. 

When Tissot set to work on the Marquise, he had been 
living in Paris for nearly ten years, relocating from his home-
town of Nantes.1 He received a traditional Academic educa-
tion under Louis Lamothe and Hendrik Leys and was popular 
in the official art world that was controlled by Emperor 

Napoleon III and his supporters. Tissot’s earliest exhibited 
works were meticulously detailed medieval narratives shown 
in Paris at the Salon, in London at the Royal Academy, and 
at the 1862 International Exhibition in London. As a student, 
Tissot developed friendships with painters of what is known 
today as the avant-garde movement. These artists, including 
Édouard Manet, Edgar Degas, and James Whistler embraced 
depictions of modern life, fashion, and culture in Paris. Such 
ideas had a profound impact on Tissot’s work. In 1863, he 
exchanged historic subject matter for modern scenes that 
were exhibited in Paris to attract a larger crowd of wealthy 
patrons, including the Marquise de Miramon. 

Little public information exists about the sitter. Thèrése 
de Cassagnes de Beaufort (née Feuillant) was born in 1836 
in Paris to Xavier Feuillant and Marie Chauveau-Dupois. 
Her father, the Comte Feuillant, was a cavalry officer and 
Gentleman of the Chamber of Charles X.2 He had made a 
fortune in the northern French coal mines, which Thèrése 
inherited to restore her husband’s financial security after 
their marriage in 1860.3 Réne Cassagnes de Beaufort, the 
Marquis de Miramon, was paternally connected to Napoleon 
I, his father’s godfather.4 Their wealth and connections to 
the Emperor and Bourbon royalists would have represented 
a significant amount of power for the pair; their wealth was 
prominently depicted in the paintings they commissioned 
from Tissot.

The Marquise stands by the fireplace in her private par-
lor at the Château de Paulhac, the Miramon family’s lavish 
country estate. She wears a salmon pink Watteau peignoir 
over a loose, white lace tea gown. Her gloved right hand 
clutches at the velvet fabric and pulls its left side across her 
right hip, revealing a white lace handkerchief that has been 
casually tucked into her pocket. She wears a black lace scarf 
tied loosely around her neck, as well as a large silver crucifix 
set with rubies. Thèrése’s hair is pulled tightly into a chignon 
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style, which highlights the flawless skin of her thirty-year old 
face. Although the room has high ceilings, Tissot cropped the 
composition to a small space. The deep red walls hold four 
paintings: two genre scenes and two miniature portraits. Red 
velvet and floral curtains hang in the background, in front of 
which stands a low Japanese screen decorated with cranes. 
A carved stool is in front of the screen, its fringed cushion 
nearly hidden from view by the colorful embroidery that is 
heaped on top.  The gray marble floor of the room is almost 
entirely covered by a thick, brown fur rug. The stone fireplace 
is dressed in heavy red drapery that cascades to the floor as 
gracefully as the Marquise’s dress. On top of the mantle are 
two tall candlesticks that flank an eighteenth-century portrait 
bust of a woman whose low cut bodice and Apollo knot 
hairstyle are much more formal than the Marquise’s relaxed 
attire. Her left glove rests on the mantle beside a Japanese 
Hirado ware dragon-fish sculpture and a circular bowl that 
holds Japanese azalea bonsai flowers, whose color perfectly 
matches the Marquise’s dress. The portrait gives a casual, 
intimate image of the Marquise as an individual, which is 
distinctly different from the picture of domestic bliss Tissot 
had painted the previous year. 

The 1865 Portrait of the Marquis and Marquise of Mira-
mon and their Children depicts the Marquise with her hus-
band and their children, Genevieve and Léon, on the balcony 
of the Château de Paulhac (Figure 2). This portrait reflects a 
forward-thinking, yet traditional aristocratic family, and it is 
an engaging portrait that was influenced by modern painting: 
with the exception of Léon, the sitters gaze directly into the 
viewer’s eyes, exhibiting his or her own awareness of being 
watched.5 Despite the nuances of the portrait, traditional 
gender roles within the family are prominently evoked. The 
Marquise holds her daughter Genevieve in her arms like a 
modern Madonna and Child, and the figures are aesthetically 
joined by the large blue bows that sit on their waists. At the 
right of the work sits a ladies’ desk that functions as a sewing 
table. Its top drawer has been left open, out of which spills 
folds of colored fabric. A casual still life of thread and more 
fabric sit on top of the desk. The furniture is cut off at the 
edge of the painting, but it is clear to see that two significant 
signs of femininity anchor the canvas: motherhood on the 
left, and domesticity on the right.

Despite the gendered roles established by the family 
portrait, subtle allusions of the Marquise’s power are evoked 
by details in the painting. Her tall stature takes up more 
room than Réne, who slumps boyishly on the terrace wall. 

His gray suit is extremely baggy compared to the fashion of 
men’s tailored suits in the 1860s. The opposition of power 
is highlighted by the fruit still life between the couple: one 
half of a split pear stands vertically on a scalloped porcelain 
plate, echoing the pose of the Marquise. The other half of 
the pear, closest to Réne, lies facing upward. The knife used 
to the cut the fruit also sits on the plate, and its hilt faces 
the Marquise, further indicating that she is the active figure 
in the work. Given what we know of her family’s fortune, 
which saved her husband’s social standing, and the details, 
it is possible that the Marquise, and not her husband, was 
the patron of this work. 

The 1866 portrait includes details similar to the family 
portrait, but focuses solely on the Marquise. Her embroidery 
is present in the painting, although it has been heaped on 
a stool and pushed to the background. She is also depicted 
with gloves and a handkerchief, two important feminine ac-
cessories that hint at social codes influenced by the revival 
of eighteenth-century court life.6 Although women typically 
used these items to send suggestive messages to their male 
viewers, the Marquise purposely rejects any indication 
of flirtatiousness. She has removed one of her gloves and 
pocketed her handkerchief. The diminished importance of 
these feminine tools, coupled with the taut pose, gesture 
and gaze of the Marquise, provides the viewer with a bet-
ter understanding of the sitter as a serious, thoughtful, and 
modest woman. 

The Japanese items on display in the portrait further 
demonstrate her intellectual agency. Azalea bonsai flowers 
and a Hirado ware dragon-fish sculpture take prime spots on 
her mantelpiece, and the folding screen in the background 
is also an authentic Japanese item.7 In the early 1860s, 
authentic Japanese items could only be purchased in small 
specialty shops frequented by male collectors. Trade negotia-
tions between France and Japan in the late 1850s introduced 
the culture’s exotic objects to the Parisian market. The rise 
of small Japanese boutiques drove the obsession for these 
foreign items among elite artists and collectors, most of whom 
were male. Whereas women appeared to desire only the 
latest fashionable trends provided by department stores, 
men “hunt[ed] down and uncover[ed] unexpected, unrec-
ognized” treasures at auction houses and specialty shops.8 
In the 1860s, the most valuable treasures were Chinese and 
Japanese porcelain ware that had recently entered Paris from 
the East. Both men and women purchased artwork and 
objects for the home, however, there was implied a higher 
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intellectual engagement for masculine over feminine con-
sumption. Having been painted in 1866, the Marquise pre-
dates the widespread fashion for japonaiserie in department 
stores, indicating that the subject participated in typically 
masculine consumer practices. Despite its avowedly feminine 
setting and costume, Tissot’s portrait invites us to look at the 
Marquise not as a wife, mother or flirtatious femme, but as 
an intellectual—yet still fashionable—individual. 

Tissot was proud of the portrait, which he made clear 
in his written request to borrow and submit the Marquise to 
the 1867 Universal Exposition. The enormous event, which 
was open from April to November, promoted the industrial, 
political, and cultural power of modern Paris on an inter-
national stage. Tissot understood that it was “necessary [to 
show a painting] of a certain importance” at an Exposition 
“where only a few [works] would be selected,” and he felt 
that his artistic virtuosity was embodied in the Marquise’s 
portrait.9 Tissot’s claim that the patrons would be “owed for 
the benefits that this Exposition may bring me” indicates his 
certainty that the portrait would be highly beneficial to his 
career as a fashionable painter.10

The Admissions Jury for fine art was assembled by the 
Comte de Nieuwerkerke and was highly selective about the 
paintings that would be displayed. Exhibiting at the Exposi-
tion meant that the chosen artist represented France, and 
their work would be seen by a massive number of visitors 
who were likely to become future patrons. Since the Jury only 
selected paintings that best represented the French nation 
and the new consumer class, artists understood that publicity 
garnered at the Exposition would be financially beneficial 
to their careers. Many of Tissot’s friends, including Renoir 
and Degas, were rejected. 11 The majority of the art world 
was shocked at the Jury’s approval of just 550 paintings for 
display at the center of the designated Exposition pavilion, a 
surprisingly small number compared to the 1,872 shown in 
1855.12 “Never in the memory of a painter has a jury been 
so severe,” wrote Jules-Antoinne Castagnary.13 Tissot’s accep-
tance at the Universal Exposition highlights his skilled effort 
to produce paintings that appealed to official taste, as well as 

to that of the public, and ensured his own financial success. 
Not only did the Exposition showcase French taste, but 

it also celebrated Napoleon III’s political advances that con-
nected Paris with foreign countries.14 Visitors from all classes 
were introduced to the numerous Japanese books, prints, 
ceramics and other objects displayed in the large Japanese 
pavilion at the Exposition.15 The exposure of the middle 
class to these elite exotic wares ignited their own desire for 
ownership. Following the Exposition, consumers were able 
to buy similar items from department stores that sold mass-
produced “export goods made in Japan and readily adapted 
to fit the new European taste.”16 These transformations 
directly suited the rapidly growing bourgeois public, who 
had become the largest consuming class in the city. Tissot 
entered the Marquise to the Universal Exposition because 
it portrayed an elite woman whose fashion, art collection, 
and body politic had been transformed by these modern 
changes, which appealed on this level to the nouveau riche 
bourgeoisie hoping to emulate the aristocracy in every way. 
The Marquise’s stylish refinement is alluded to by her Wat-
teau gown and carefully decorated interior, which included 
Japanese porcelain, azalea bonsai flowers, and screen, all of 
which would have been recognizable to Exposition visitors 
in 1867. 

The scale of Tissot’s painting emphasizes this concept by 
inviting the viewer to adopt the role of an educated buyer. 
At 50 9/16 x 29 15/16 inches, the Marquise is much larger 
than other genre scenes depicting fashionable women at the 
Exposition.17 Viewers of Tissot’s work would directly engage 
with the painting by leaning forward in order to examine the 
items on display in the Marquise’s room—not to mention the 
sitter herself—as well as the brushstrokes in the painting. As 
the viewer took inventory of her possessions, the prolonged 
gaze would emulate the position of an art collector who 
scrutinized paintings to determine their worth. This type of 
looking elevated them to a position more refined than the 
common department store consumer, who pushed through 
crowded showrooms to find the latest wares. 

Following the Universal Exposition, Tissot was commis-
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sioned to paint portraits of men using the same composition 
as the Marquise. In 1867, he depicted Eugene Coppens de 
Fontenay, the president of Paris’ Jockey Club, leaning against 
a white marble and gold ormolu fireplace (Figure 3). Whereas 
Tissot painted the portrait of the Marquise from a side view, 
Fontenay’s portrait is shallower in depth. A deep red carpet 
partially covers the black and white tile floor of the room, 
and a small green tapestry covers the fireplace on which 
Fontenay leans. His identity as a Parisian dandy is coded 
by his fashionable dress. His hair and moustache are neatly 
combed. He wears a black tailored suit and grasps firmly onto 
his top hat. Like the Marquise, Fontenay wears a fitted glove 
on his left hand. His bare right hand carries a jockey’s whip 
similar to the one held by Réne de Miramon in the 1865 
family portrait, indicating their positions in the same social 
group.18 Whereas the Marquise stands in a powerful, almost 
masculine pose, Fontenay appears to be very relaxed as he 
leans cross-legged against the fireplace and tilts his head to 
directly meet the viewer’s gaze.

While art historians have noted similarity between the 
Marquise’s portrait and that of Fontenay’s, the significance 
of her influence has been overlooked. Tissot’s main biogra-
pher, Michael Wentworth, posits that the Marquise adopts 
the “familiar setting and typical gesture” of Tissot’s paint-
ings of women in order to “define the sitter’s character” 
as a bourgeois wife. 19 Whereas Thèrése’s portrait is simply 
evocative of her ornamental femininity, Fontenay’s “elegant 
and self-satisfied” pose is described as “effortlessly natural.”20 
However, it is Fontenay’s portrait that glistens with glamorous 
Second Empire furnishing in a public reception space of his 
home. In contrast, the Marquise’s room is constructed for her 
personal use and represents a private space for intellectual 
exchanges, rather than a show room for any and all visitors. 
The lack of scholarly consideration for the Portrait of the Mar-
quise compared to that of Fontenay points to the difference 
between their genders. However, that Tissot used the same 
composition for both male and female sitters indicates that 
he understood that portraiture was an important medium 
for self-fashioning to both genders. This idea was promoted 
by the displays at the 1867 Universal Exposition where the 
work was publicly exhibited for the first time.

By 1868, Tissot had established his own reputation as 
fashionable painter and dandy. He moved into a large house 

and studio on the affluent Rue de l’Imperatrice that was built 
with the money he earned from portrait commissions. The 
publicity and financial success Tissot garnered at the Exposi-
tion allowed him to move freely in social circles, but strained 
his relationships with friends who had been rejected from 
the show. Tissot’s compositions were similar to those of his 
friends, but were also popular with public taste, which did 
not sit well with his contemporaries. Henri Fantin-Latour 
wrote to James Whistler to say that Tissot went “mad over” 
his Symphony in White series and warned Whistler to expect 
imitations from his friend.21  It was normal for artists to share 
ideas for their paintings, and it is clear from Fantin-Latour’s 
letter that Tissot borrowed elements of his friends’ paintings 
for his own. Borrowing is portrayed in a negative light among 
artists establishing their own unique innovations; they may 
also have resented the fact that Tissot’s works were so suc-
cessful with the public. Fantin-Latour was not the only person 
to be frustrated by Tissot’s paintings. In 1874, Edmond de 
Goncourt denigrated Tissot as an “ingenious exploiter of 
[his audience’s] idiocy,” whose lifestyle was as superficial 
as his art.22 Tissot was influenced by modernity and was 
popular with Napoleon III, the wealthy elite, and bourgeois 
patrons, which aggravated friends and critics who were not 
as publicly successful. 

Although there is still work to be done, this paper asks 
a different set of questions about Tissot’s position in the art 
world during the 1860s. Contrary to what has previously 
been asserted by art historians, a deeper examination of 
the painter-patron relationship in the Marquise can provide 
important information about women’s roles in collecting 
and commissioning art in the nineteenth century. Tissot’s 
meteoric rise to fame following the Exposition frustrated his 
contemporaries and biased his critics which has, for a long 
time, hindered a thorough study of his paintings. However, 
his works provide a unique interpretation of fashionable 
society that varies from other artists working with the same 
subject matter. Whereas the avant-garde embraced moder-
nity by making profound statements about the nature of 
painting, Tissot’s work makes important claims about the use 
of consumption to fashion the modern identities emerging 
in the new urban capital of France. 

University of Florida



59

FASHIONABLE MODERNITY: AGENCY AND SPECTACLE IN JAMES TISSOT’S PORTRAIT OF THE MARQUISE DE MIRAMON 

Figure 1. James Tissot, 
Portrait of the Marquise 
de Miramon, 1866, oil 
on canvas, 76 x 128 cm. 
J Paul Getty Institute, Los 
Angeles.
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Figure 2. James Tissot, Portrait of the Marquis and Marquise of Miramon and their Children, 1865, oil on canvas, 177 x 217 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
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FASHIONABLE MODERNITY: AGENCY AND SPECTACLE IN JAMES TISSOT’S PORTRAIT OF THE MARQUISE DE MIRAMON 

Figure 3. James Tissot, Eugene Coppens 
de Fontenay, 1867, oil on canvas, 
69.8 x 39.1 cm. Philadelphia Museum 
of Art.
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Illuminating Addiction: Morphinomania in 
Fin de Siècle Visual Culture

Natalia Angeles Vieyra

“Ah! Pierce me one hundred times with your needle fine 
And I will thank you one hundred times, Sainte Morphine, 

You who Asclepius has made a God.” —Jules Verne 

The etchings of Paul-Albert Besnard (French, 1849–1934) 
constitute a gruesome assemblage of nineteenth-century 
social ills—graphic depictions of the hard lives of women, 
plagued by sickness, suicides, prostitution, infanticide, and 
poverty. Amid this collection of unfortunate modern imagery, 
an unusual etching featuring two fashionable Parisiennes 
stands out (Figure 1). Who are these elegant women, en-
joying the ephemeral pleasures of the café life? As the title 
illuminates, they are morphinomanes—the notorious female 
morphine addicts of fin de siècle France. By the turn of the 
century, the proliferation of drug culture and morphine 
abuse had reached disturbing levels, leading one novelist 
to declare, “In Paris alone, there are more than three hun-
dred thousand scum who shoot up morphine, drink ether, 
swallow hashish, smoke opium.”1 Viewed as both source 
and symptom of a society in decline, the topic of morphine 
abuse permeated cultural discourse in the final decades of 
the nineteenth century. 

Despite the prevalence of morphine addiction across 
a demographic spectrum, artists nearly always visualized 
morphine addicts as young women, indulging in a novel and 
distinctly modern vice.2 The figure of the morphinomane 
infiltrated the popular culture of the period—her presence 
was noticed everywhere, from newspapers and medical pub-
lications to pulp literature and the minor arts, even making 
occasional forays into the French Salon. However, the most 
recognizable representations of the morphinomane are not 
found in the academic disciplines of painting and sculpture, 
but rather within the medium of printmaking. This paper 
considers two unique prints, Paul-Albert Besnard’s etching 

with drypoint, Morphinomanes ou Le Plumet (1887) and 
Eugène Grasset’s lithograph, Morphinomaniac (1897; Fig-
ure 2). Using these prints as the locus of inquiry, this paper 
will demonstrate how representations of morphine addicts 
within fin de siècle visual culture engaged in a larger cultural 
discourse that positioned feminine pleasure and indulgence 
as a threat to the prosperity of the French Republic follow-
ing the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71). Within this study, 
overlapping themes of drug abuse, sartorial indulgence, and 
sexual experimentation will be examined in relation to artistic 
depictions of the morphinomane. Furthermore, the role of 
the print within this discourse will be briefly considered in 
examining how the print medium would have dictated the 
choice of subject matter, as well as the engagement of the 
spectator with these controversial images.3

In 1805, the young German chemist Friedrich Sertürner 
successfully isolated pure alkaloid crystals from the opium 
poppy, a scientific breakthrough that would have a tre-
mendous impact on the development of modern medicine 
and pharmacology. Unaware of the momentousness of his 
discovery, Sertürner allegedly tested the crystals on himself, 
subsequently naming his compound after Morpheus, the 
Greek god of sleep and dreams.4 However, the medical 
applications of morphine remained relatively limited until 
the mid-nineteenth century when the development of the 
hypodermic needle revolutionized the administration of 
pharmaceutical drugs.5 The use of the syringe enabled physi-
cians to deliver a dose of morphine subcutaneously, creating 
a rapid and powerful high that dramatically increased the 
application of this treatment over the course of the century. 
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(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2004), 154.

16 The conditions and behaviors attributed to the degenerative model 
of the fin de siècle include drug addiction, alcoholism, prostitution, 
masturbation, homosexuality (and lesbianism in particular) nympho-
mania, kleptomania, tuberculosis, syphilis, suicide, infanticide, mental 
illness, and many others.

17 As previously noted, this paper is primarily concerned with the 
representation of female drug addicts since male drug addicts are 
infrequently pictured in fin de siècle visual culture. However, male 

Additionally, the use of morphine among soldiers contributed 
to the drug’s popularity in France following the Franco-
Prussian War. The central Parisian pharmacy, for example, 
used just over a quarter of a kilogram of morphine in 1855; 
this increased to more than ten kilograms in 1875 and seven 
hundred and fifty kilograms by the 1890s.6 

The initial reception of morphine in the Western medi-
cal community was overwhelmingly positive. Morphine was 
hailed as a panacea—a veritable cure-all used to treat every-
thing from toothaches to syphilis.7 However, by the 1870s, 
reports of an alarming new social ill, termed morphinisme 
or morphinomania, began to emerge in European medical 
publications. Prominent physicians who had initially praised 
morphine retracted their previous statements, instead 
spouting vehement warnings about the dangers of narcotic 
drugs.8 Dr. Felix von Niemeyer, the German physician who 
first identified morphine’s addictive potential, described the 
popularity of the drug among doctors: 

The introduction of hypodermic injec-
tions was a great event, and an immense 
advance in treatment….I know many 
physicians who never go out to their prac-
tice without a syringe and a solution of 
morphine in their pocket, and who usually 
bring the morphine-bottle home empty.9

Yet despite this initial zeal, physicians quickly discov-
ered that once hooked, the addict experienced a variety 
of distressing side effects in pursuit of morphine’s euphoric 
high. Symptoms of constipation, loss of sexual appetite, in-
somnia, and weight loss were common amongst users.10 One 
French novelist described the disfigured flesh of the addict as 

covered in “strange arabesques” from repeated injection.11 
Most alarmingly, physicians discovered that attempts to dis-
continue morphine administration induced deadly, flu-like 
withdrawal symptoms.12 Despite these disturbing revelations, 
morphine prescription and abuse persisted. In France, un-
regulated pharmacies allowed habitués to refill their prescrip-
tions indefinitely, and recreational addicts could purchase 
directly from wholesalers or have their score smuggled into 
the country via mail or train.13 By the late nineteenth century, 
the scourge of morphine addiction had reached seemingly 
epidemic proportions among the French public. 

This explosion of morphine prescription and abuse 
coincided with the humiliating defeat of the French army in 
the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71 and subsequent anxi-
eties concerning the loss of health, strength, and virility in 
French society. 14 First raised as a question of nationalism in 
discussions at the Academy of Medicine in 1867, a general 
theory of degeneration provided an answer to the problem of 
France’s declining population in the later half of the century.15 
By the late nineteenth century, the model of degeneration 
encompassed a vast web of interconnected social ills and pa-
thologies, including physiological diseases, sexual deviancies, 
and criminal behaviors. In this model, an endless number of 
seemingly unrelated conditions were identified as sources 
of cultural decline. 16 Above all, pleasure-seeking behaviors 
such as drug addiction, masturbation, and nymphomania 
were disparaged for their degenerative potential. 

As the dangers of morphine became increasingly evident 
to the French public, fears concerning its abuse were en-
meshed in the discourse of degeneration. In particular, drug 
use among women presented a serious national concern.17 
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At its most basic, morphine appeared to interfere with the 
primary civic duty of the French woman—to produce and 
nurture a new generation of healthy young men—constitut-
ing a serious threat to France’s nationalistic agenda. Accord-
ingly, medical, visual and literary representations of morphi-
nomanes emphasized the moral bankruptcy of the drug user 
and her inability to participate in the civic body. One French 
study asserted that the majority of female morphinomanes 
in Paris were demimondaines, artists, and prostitutes, asso-
ciating the typical drug user with the dysfunctional Parisian 
bohemia.18 In the literature of the period, the female mor-
phinomane frequently experienced reproductive abnormality 
as the result of her drug-fueled debauchery. For example, 
the morphine-addicted protagonist of Mallet’s La Comtesse 
Morphine (1885) becomes pregnant out of wedlock and 
later suffers a miscarriage. Similarly, the Marquise Blanche 
of Victorien du Saussay’s La Morphine (1906) receives an il-
legal abortion after an unwanted pregnancy. Both incidents 
implicate morphine abuse as a source of depopulation. En-
visioned as a dysfunctional individual “shamelessly seeking 
a sensation of pleasure,”19 the figure of the morphinomane 
provided a site for the crisis of degeneration to crystallize. 

In the visual arts, printmakers Besnard and Grasset 
participated in the discourse of degeneration, employing a 
rich play of associations that enmeshed their morphinomanes 
in a network of interrelated pathologies. In 1887, Besnard 
envisioned a fashionable pair of addicts in his etching with 
drypoint, Morphinomanes ou Le Plumet. Besnard, a student 
of Alexandre Cabanel and a recipient of the Prix de Rome, 
gained recognition during his lifetime as a society portraitist 
and painter of murals for civic and commercial buildings. 
While his paintings have received little scholarly attention, 
Besnard’s experimentations with the medium of etching have 
sparked a renewed interest in his work.20 Praised by Charles 
Baudelaire in his 1862 essay, “Peintres et aquafortistes,” the 
etching medium experienced a revival of popularity in the 
1860s as the result of an effort by artists and print publish-
ers to encourage the acquisition of original works of art by 
the public. Furthermore, etching was unburdened by the 
strictures of academic convention, allowing artists and col-
lectors to experiment with unconventional subject matter.21 

Besnard’s engaging composition features two elegantly 
dressed Parisiennes enjoying a moment of leisure in an ob-
scurely defined space, possibly the interior of a Parisian café 
or salon similar to the one described in Dubut de Laforest’s 
novel, Pathologie Sociale, where habitués pass hypodermic 
needles around like cigars.22 Their fashionable attire alludes 
to morphine’s acceptance by the bourgeoisie as a novel and 
distinctly modern pleasure—one that Laurent Tailhade once 
described as a “sin of luxe.”23 Satirically termed the narcotic 
“à la mode” by Jules Claretie, morphine addiction was so 
common among the upper classes that elegant hypodermic 
needles and bejeweled, velvet-lined cases became fashion-
able accoutrements. 24 In 1887, one French physician adeptly 
summarized the fad, declaring:

I have often seen fashionable people with 
a regular arsenal of little injecting instru-
ments, who, thanks to their medical men, 
had always at their disposal a solution of 
morphia strong enough to poison them. 
Ladies even, belonging to the most elegant 
classes of society, go so far as to show their 
good taste in the jewels, which they order 
to conceal a little syringe and artistically 
made bottles, which are destined to hold 
the solution which enchants them!25

Within the model of degeneration, morphine’s assump-
tion into the realm of fashion led to other vices, such as klep-
tomania and deceptiveness. In one particularly sensational 
incident, a woman in the grips of a morphine-induced mania 
allegedly embarked upon a shoplifting spree, stealing clothing 
from a popular Parisian department store in order to feed her 
habit. Several days later, the woman was apprehended as she 
attempted to return the items to the store, claiming that she 
had lost interest in them.26 Indeed, the fashionable attire of 
the Parisienne seemed perfectly suited to the maintenance 
of a morphine habit; the long skirts and expansive undergar-
ments of contemporary fashion would have allowed women 
to easily conceal the pricks of the Pravaz needle. As Susan 
Zieger has adeptly observed, the seemingly natural ability 
of women to manipulate their physical appearance aligned 
neatly with the deceptive behavior of the morphinomane. 27
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Though Besnard’s title informs us of their predilection, 
the composition is otherwise missing the typical accoutre-
ments of addiction: the morphine vial, Pravaz needle and 
case are absent. Nevertheless, several compositional ele-
ments allude to the sensuous pleasures enjoyed by these 
fashionably attired morphinomanes. A fine crystal decanter 
filled with an unknown and possibly illicit substance sits on 
the table in the foreground as the pair relaxes amidst a swirl-
ing cloud of smoke that recalls the languid atmosphere of an 
Oriental opium den. With regard to technique, Besnard’s 
application of drypoint creates a feathery, blurring effect that 
suggests altered consciousness—as the smoke envelops the 
two figures, their forms become fluid and indeterminate. 

While the dark-haired figure on the left pointedly 
engages the spectator with her gaze, the figure on the 
right is preoccupied with an item in the spindly hand of 
her companion—a small feather. Its central position in the 
composition, as well as its allusion to the sensation of touch, 
indicates that the feather was perhaps meant as a suggestive 
stand-in for the morphine addict’s needle. These elements, 
the smoke, the decanter, and the feather, coalesce to form 
a representation of morphinomania that emphasizes the 
pursuit of sensuous pleasure, mirroring contemporaneous 
literary representations that described the physical sensations 
of the morphine high in titillating detail. 

With its subtle allusions, Besnard’s Morphinomanes 
relies on a visual language that recalls Baudelairean and 
Symbolist aesthetics, whose dependence on suggestion, 
mystery, and sensory experience has received much schol-
arly attention. The pursuit of a transcendent state through 
sensory experience, described by Arthur Rimbaud as an 
“unsettling” or “deranging” of all of the senses, lay at the 
core of the Symbolist movement.28 Though praised by these 
artists, the potential of morphine to induce intense sensory 
or even synaesthetic experiences was particularly disturbing 
to its detractors because it was feared that this indulgence 
would lead women to shirk their civic and domestic duties 
in favor of withdrawing into their own minds. In both Dubut 
de Laforest and Mallet’s novels concerning addiction, the 
works of Baudelaire are identified as sources of degenera-
tion. Therefore, it is perhaps telling that the alternate title of 
the print, Le Plumet, simultaneously references the tactility 
of a feather and the morphine addict’s needle, as well as 
the author’s pen or the artist’s etching needle. By employing 
a complex play of associations, Besnard’s Morphinomanes 
aligns feminine indulgence, the ephemeral pleasure of 
fashion, and synaesthetic pursuits with the degenerative 
vice of morphine. 

Posing a stark contrast to Besnard’s fashionable Parisian 
addicts is Eugène Grasset’s Morphinomaniac, completed a 
decade later in 1897. In this startling image, Grasset (Swiss 
French, 1845–1917) envisioned the consummate physical 

and moral degradation of the morphine addict. The inclusion 
of Grasset’s Morphinomane in a print portfolio, published 
in 1897 by the French art critic and collector Ambroise Vol-
lard, allowed Grasset to explore this graphic subject matter 
in shocking detail. The elegant portfolio containing a group 
of prints was a common mode of publication during the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century. Typically, these portfolio 
groupings were largely improvisational, intended to provide 
a sampling of unique work for the collector rather than a co-
hesive iconographic program. As the art critic Charles Blanc 
observed, prints were better stored away in a portfolio, rather 
than hung on a wall or kept under glass. Inappropriate for 
public display, Grasset’s print would have been examined 
only occasionally in the privacy of the owner’s cabinet de 
travail, safe from the detrimental effects of light and the pry-
ing eyes of the family. 29 

In contrast to Besnard’s version, which situates the 
morphinomane as participant in a decadent, albeit morally 
questionable pastime, Grasset’s lithograph is a startling image 
of abject degeneracy and sexual mania. The scene transpires 
in a confined interior space, defined by garish yellow walls 
and a chair upholstered in an absinthe green. The cropped 
picture plane, informed by Japanese woodblock prints, adds 
to the sensation of claustrophobia. Additionally, the vibrating 
colors of the lithograph serve to heighten the intensity of the 
composition, creating an atmosphere that is grating in its 
urgency. Nothing about this room suggests affluence—the 
furniture is simple and the texture in the yellow wallpaper 
gives the impression of mottled grime. Using these compo-
sitional elements, Grasset evokes an atmosphere of palpable 
dysphoria. 

As in Besnard’s etching, the intrusion into a private in-
terior composition suggests that the spectator has stumbled 
upon an illicit secret. In a gesture loaded with autoerotic sug-
gestion, Grasset’s morphinomane lifts her simple white shift 
and plunges the syringe into her exposed thigh, revealing her 
navy blue-striped stocking for a hint of fin de siécle naughti-
ness. As her hands and face contort in agony, her voluptuous, 
raven tresses cascade around her shoulders. Despite her 
gaunt, tortured visage, her thigh remains shapely and full, 
impressing the composition with a morbid sensualism. On 
the left, the small blue morphine vial sits with its cork urgently 
discarded. Unlike Besnard’s etching, whose subjects are 
imagined in the midst of a euphoric, drug-induced ecstasy, 
Grasset elected to depict the moment of tension just prior 
to intoxication. By selecting this moment, Grasset creates an 
atmosphere that is charged with erotic insinuation, as the 
morphinomane becomes an object of morbid fascination 
and repulsion in the eye of the spectator. 

Like Besnard’s Morphinomanes ou Le Plumet, Grasset’s 
Morphinomaniac can be considered in relation to French 
anxiety regarding societal decay. However, Besnard’s etching 
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34 Nicholas Francis Cooke, quoted in Dijkstra, Idols of Perversity, 74.

associates the morphine addict with the frivolous, sartorial 
indulgence of the Parisienne, whereas the autoerotic intima-
tions of Grasset’s lithograph engage with another “social ill:” 
the solitary vice of “self-abuse.” In a discourse of striking 
similarity, masturbation was viewed as an alarming social 
epidemic that threatened respectable women (and men) 
across France.30 Dr. Nicholas Francis Cooke, an English doc-
tor whose work was largely influenced by that of his French 
contemporaries, railed against masturbation, declaring that, 
“there is no young girl who should not be considered as al-
ready addicted or liable to become addicted to this habit.”31 
In his book, Satan in Society, Cooke proposed that female 
boarding schools were hotbeds of licentious behavior where 
innocent girls, left to their own devices, developed a taste for 
solitary vice and a subsequent “aversion” to the “legitimate 
pleasures” of marriage and child-rearing.32 Similarly, the 
French physician Dr. Lallemand declared that “masturba-
tion undermines the social body, releases or destroys the 
marriage bond, attacks the family, therefore the essential 
foundation of any society.”33 Sexual experimentation in the 
form of masturbation was viewed as a repugnant vice that 
threatened French society by undermining the sacred institu-
tions of marriage and the family. 

The nineteenth-century discourse surrounding mas-
turbation bears an especially striking resemblance to that 
of morphinomania, particularly because this “contagious 
vice”34 was viewed not simply as a moral concern, but 
also as a serious medical issue that could lead to anemia, 
malnutrition, asthemia of the muscles and nerves, and 
mental exhaustion. Evidently, the physical demeanor of the 
chronic masturbator bears a striking similarity to that of the 

morphinomane, further evidencing the conflation of these 
pleasure-seeking behaviors.35 Consequently, French pulp 
literature is rife with lascivious autoerotic descriptions, such 
those found in Jean-Louis Dubut de Laforest’s potboiler, 
Pathologie Sociale, whose morphine-addicted protagonist 
enjoys moments of “secret and incomparable ecstasy” as 
she penetrates her “sweet pink flesh”36 with the hypodermic 
needle.37 In a similar fashion, Grasset created a loaded image 
that would have simultaneously allured and repulsed fin de 
siècle viewers. His morphinomane is unquestionably one 
of morphine’s prisoners, reduced to a state of grotesque, 
animalistic dependency. Her simple white shift is the sole 
remnant of the purity she has surrendered in the pursuit of 
sensuous physical pleasures. 

As France entered the twentieth century, morphine 
decreased in popularity, as did artistic representations of the 
morphine addict. The invention of aspirin provided doctors 
with a safer painkiller alternative, and morphine’s narcotic 
popularity was eclipsed by that of heroin. In many instances, 
the portrayal of addicts shifted away from the plastic arts, 
finding a home in the new medium of cinema, and the 
French public faced a different set of civic concerns in the 
wake of another looming war. Nevertheless, Paul-Albert 
Besnard’s etching, Morphinomanes ou Le Plumet (1887) 
and Eugène Grasset’s lithograph, Morphinomaniac (1897) 
provide a unique and indispensible opportunity to study 
anxieties surrounding pleasure and societal decay in fin de 
siècle France. 

Temple University
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Figure 1. Albert Besnard, Morphinomanes ou Le Plumet, 1887, etching and drypoint, plate: 9 5/16 x 14 inches (23.75 x 35.6 cm); sheet: 12 5/8 x 17 5/8 
inches (32.1 x 44.8 cm). Philadelphia Museum of Art: Purchased with the SmithKline Beckman Corporation Fund, 1980.
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Figure 2. Eugène Grasset, Morphinomaniac, 1897, color lithograph, image: 16 1/4 x 12 5/16 inches (41.3 x 31.3 cm); sheet: 22 7/16 x 16 3/4 inches 
(57 x 42.5 cm). Philadelphia Museum of Art: Purchased with the SmithKline Beckman Corporation Fund, 1983.
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1 In her analysis of the painting’s reception, Margaret Conrads notes 
that The Watermelon Boys had a “humorous veneer that had proven 
popular with African-American images,” and that it served a “public 
taste that wanted pictures to amuse, thrill, and instruct with a story.” 
Margaret Conrads, Winslow Homer and the Critics: Forging a National 
Art in the 1870s (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 
132-133, 138. Some critics located humor in Homer’s representation 
of fruit pilfering; for instance, the New York Times reviewer wrote: 
“Winslow Homer occasionally hits a responsive chord in human breasts 
with a picture like that in the corridor called Watermelon Boys, in 
which we are called upon to sympathize with the fun of eating stolen 
fruit.” “The Academy Exhibition: Critics on the Fence,” New York 
Times, 10 April 1878, 2. Another commented on Homer’s adorable 
representation of “little darkies eating their watermelon.” Quoted in 
Henry B. Wonham, Playing the Races: Ethnic Caricature and American 
Literary Realism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 7. 

2 “The National Academy of Design, II,” New York Sun, 14 April 1878, 3.

 3 It is difficult to pinpoint the exact origins of the watermelon stereo-
type in the visual realm. Guy C. McElroy has argued that Homer’s 
use of the stereotype “predates the explicitly derogatory linking of 
watermelons with blacks that developed in the 1880s after the col-
lapse of Reconstruction.” Guy C. McElroy, Henry Louis Gates, and 
Christopher C. French, Facing History: The Black Image in American 
Art, 1710-1940, exhibition catalogue (San Francisco: Bedford Arts, 
1990), 81. Yet, the watermelon stereotype found wide currency in 
print media prior to Homer’s making of the painting. Some examples 
that predate or are contemporaneous with Homer’s include “Yankee 
Notions” (Harper’s Weekly, January 1853), William Ludwell Sheppard’s 
“A Good Time Coming” (Every Saturday, July 1871), Sol Eytinge’s 
“Anticipation—Return from a Melon Scout” (Harper’s Weekly, August 
1877) and “Water-Millions is Ripe” (Harper’s Weekly, August 1879). 

4 For instance, Mary Ann Calo underestimates the importance of the 
watermelon, noting that Homer “treated the subject as an antic of 
childhood rather than a familiar racial stereotype” and that the paint-
ing, among other rural genre scenes produced during this period, is an 
“essentially lighthearted, innocent portrayal of country children with 
very little racial significance.” See Calo, “Winslow Homer’s Visits to 
Virginia during Reconstruction,” The American Art Journal 12, no. 1 
(Winter 1980): 21, 10. 

5 This essay takes its cues from recent scholarship on humor studies, 
such as Jennifer Greenhill’s 2012 book, Playing It Straight: Art and 
Humor in the Gilded Age, and especially her chapter on “Winslow 
Homer’s Visual Deadpan,” as well as Marc Simpson’s 1988 essay on 
racial humor in The Bright Side (1865).  

Visual Irony and Racial Humor in Winslow Homer’s 
The Watermelon Boys

Margarita Karasoulas

The Watermelon Boys (1876) serves as a point of entry into 
Winslow Homer’s Reconstruction-era works, many of which 
reveal his attention to the plight of freed blacks in the after-
math of the Civil War (Figure 1). The painting’s narrative is 
distilled in a few details: forming a triangle in the immedi-
ate foreground, three boys, two black, one white, eat slices 
of watermelon in an expansive field. The flanking figures 
remain engrossed in eating, while the central black youth, 
propped up on his knees, is the arresting focal point of the 
composition. Alert to potential danger, he gazes penetrat-
ingly at something beyond the boundaries of the canvas. In 
the background, a wooden fence cuts across the landscape 
and recedes into a meadow in the distance.  

Critical reactions to the work were relatively favorable: 
when it was exhibited at the Brooklyn Art Association in 
1876 and at the National Academy of Design in 1878, critics 
praised Homer’s attempt to mine new American subject mat-
ter and commented on the painting’s humorous potential.1 
A writer for the New York Sun referred to Homer’s “studies 
of two young negroes equal in point of humor to anything 
the artist has ever produced in this line.”2 Although The 

Watermelon Boys appears quite serious to our modern-day 
sensibilities, the painting plays on the popular stereotype 
of the African American’s love of watermelon. The trope of 
black boys eating watermelon was already well ingrained in 
American visual culture, and Homer’s painting seems to have 
fit within the broader array of humorous depictions of African 
Americans in the nineteenth century.3 Yet, a sustained analy-
sis of the racial significance of this stereotype is absent from 
the literature on Homer, and the work is seldom discussed 
in great detail. Moreover, in the context of Reconstruction, 
The Watermelon Boys has been conventionally understood 
as a racially benign genre scene: the implied scenario is that 
the boys, engaging in typical mischief, have raided a water-
melon patch.4 While the period interest in such narratives 
and portrayals of children is well documented, Homer’s 
treatment of childhood subjects as a means to develop and 
disguise racial symbolism remains unexplored.           

This essay seeks to address Homer’s engagement with 
racial humor, focusing specifically on the comic black stereo-
types negotiated through the painting.5 At first glance, The 
Watermelon Boys references obvious stereotypes, but its hu-
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photography, see Tanya Sheehan, “Looking Pleasant, Feeling White: 
The Social Politics of the Photographic Smile,” in Feeling Photography, 
ed. Elspeth H. Brown and Thy Phu (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2014), 127-157.  

9 Due to the widespread currency of social Darwinism in the late nine-
teenth century, watermelons eventually became equated with black 
physiognomy, as in a cartoon published in Judge on September 17, 
1892, and mass-circulated postcards that illustrated the evolution of 
watermelons into “coons.” 

10 Peter H. Wood and Karen C. Dalton, Winslow Homer’s Images of 
Blacks: The Civil War and Reconstruction Years, exhibition catalogue 
(Austin, TX: Menil Collection, 1988), 31. 

11 There is a longstanding visual tradition of blacks as comic performers 
in nineteenth-century American art. For more information see Eileen 
Southern and Josephine Wright, Images: Iconography of Music in 
African-American Culture (1770s-1920s) (New York: Garland Pub., 
2000); and Christopher J. Smith, The Creolization of American Culture: 
William Sidney Mount and the Roots of Blackface Minstrelsy (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2013). 

Watermelon Man” between 1856 and 1899, and the racist 
association between blacks and watermelons persisted as a 
comic trope in the illustrated press.8 In Homer’s scene, the 
watermelons activate the racial stereotype and serve as a 
virtual stand-in for the black body.9 Situated in the immediate 
foreground, their vibrant red color punctuates the composi-
tion, enlivening the muted palette. Given their prominence 
in the work, they might also be understood as a visual punch 
line, articulating an easy joke for viewers already well-versed 
in its meaning.  

Homer’s engagement with stereotypical humor raises 
numerous questions about his upbringing and attitude 
toward race. Born in Boston in 1836 to a middle-class fam-
ily, Homer came of age during a time when anti-slavery 
arguments were intensifying throughout the country. His 
awareness of racial issues was brought to full consciousness 
through his work for the popular press, and his first, real 
contact with African Americans came with the outbreak of 
the Civil War in 1861. Hired by Harper’s Weekly to document 
the activities of the Union Army, Homer typically depicted 
the quiet or humorous aspects of camp life as opposed to 
heroic, monumental scenes of battle. Even more unusually, 
African Americans often took center stage in his works. In 
prints such as A Bivouac Fire on the Potomac and Our Jolly 
Cook, African Americans are cast as comic performers who 
entertain a white audience (Figures 2 and 3). Despite their 
grotesque appearances, both figures occupy the center of 
the scene, an uncommon compositional arrangement at the 
time.10 Likewise, in his painting, Defiance: Inviting a Shot 
before Petersburg, a crudely-painted, banjo-strumming black 
man can be seen in the middle ground just beneath the 
central figure.11 His wild hair, exaggerated lips, and bulging 
white eyes evoke the visual repertoire of minstrelsy.  

Homer’s 1865 painting The Bright Side is more closely 
aligned with the stereotypical humor seen in The Watermelon 
Boys (Figure 4). It depicts four black teamsters in the Union 
Army resting beneath a tent. As Marc Simpson has noted, 

6 My analysis of the painting’s humor derives from Joan Halperin’s 
definition of irony in her essay on Georges Seurat and Jules Laforgue. 
She argues that modern irony “speaks with a double voice, presenting 
and concealing an implicit message under a separate explicit message.” 
Joan U. Halperin, “The Ironic Eye/I in Jules Laforgue and Georges 
Seurat,” in Seurat Re-Viewed, ed. Paul Smith (University Park: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009), 113-114. 

7 Claire Perry has shown how images of African Americans, and African-
American children, in particular, often served as the visual punch line 
in nineteenth-century parodies. Claire Perry, Young America: Child-
hood in Nineteenth-Century Art and Culture, exhibition catalogue 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 82. Beginning in the 
early 1860s, Harper’s Weekly presented an average of sixteen “comic” 
images of African Americans each year, and in 1874, the magazine 
began publishing Sol Eytinge’s Blackville sketches. Shawn Michelle 
Smith, Photography on the Color Line: W.E.B. Du Bois, Race, and Visual 
Culture (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 82.  

8 Carl Frederick Wittke, Tambo and Bones: A History of the American 
Minstrel Stage (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1930), 225.  
On the relationship between watermelons, racism, and minstrelsy in 

morous veneer is undermined in several ways. The narrative 
is complicated by the inclusion of the white youth. Homer 
also inverts the social hierarchy such that the black protago-
nist is situated at the apex of the pyramid, a compositional 
choice that places primary emphasis on the black figure. It is 
a dignified and sensitively rendered portrayal that lacks the 
caricatural exaggeration typically ascribed to the black body. 
In addition, Homer made key changes to the composition in 
two different states of the painting––and in an 1878 wood 
engraving published in the Art Journal––changes that inflect 
racial significance and raise crucial questions about how he 
approached painting and illustration.     

Homer, then, presents a complex view of race rela-
tions with a confluence of perplexing factors: he introduces 
stereotypes that work to codify racial difference and then 
complicates them, holding multiple narratives in suspension. 
This interpretation of Homer’s painting demonstrates that 
the artist’s humor is twofold: first, he employed stereotypical 
humor honed by his exposure to the popular press; second, 
he enacted racial critique through irony. Visual irony, in this 
instance, indicates a kind of incongruity between the artist’s 
literal and implied meanings.6 Homer painted with symbolic 
complexity, and close formal analysis of The Watermelon 
Boys reveals layers of encoded meanings, each intended to 
disrupt and in some cases contradict the racial stereotypes 
initially brought to bear on the work.    

If we are to read the painting in terms of racial humor, 
the black children provide the first visual cue. The mere 
representation of black figures in the arts served to gener-
ate a comic effect for contemporary viewers who perceived 
racial difference as a sign of physical and mental inferiority.7 
Viewers steeped in the imagery of black minstrelsy would 
have also recognized the humor and range of significations 
inherent in the watermelons themselves. The lazy, carefree, 
and watermelon-loving black emerged as a character on the 
minstrel stage beginning in the early nineteenth century. The 
actor J.W. McAndrews performed a popular skit called “The 
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1877, a writer for the Post also commented that the female figures 
appeared to be slaves. Conrads, Winslow Homer and the Critics, 116. 
See also S.W. Gold, “A Measured Freedom: National Unity and Racial 
Containment in Winslow Homer’s The Cotton Pickers, 1876,” Mis-
sissippi Quarterly 55 (2002): 163-184; and Anna Arabindan-Kesson, 
“Threads of Empire: The Visual Economy of the Cotton Trade in the 
Atlantic Ocean World, 1840-1900” (PhD diss., Yale University, 2014). 

19 Quoted in Gordon Hendricks, The Life and Work of Winslow Homer 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1979), 104-105; William H. 
Downes, The Life and Works of Winslow Homer (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 1911), 85-86. 

20 Quoted in Wood and Dalton, Winslow Homer’s Images of Blacks, 9. 

21 During Reconstruction, children became ubiquitous subjects in the 
nation’s art and popular literature, reflecting a nostalgic call for the 
simplicity of antebellum rural life. Images of black and white children 
together could more readily circulate during this time period since 
they did not upset existing hierarchies of power. Jo-Ann Morgan, Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin as Visual Culture (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 
2007), 154; and Perry, Young America, 95. 

22 Jean Gould, Winslow Homer, A Portrait (New York: Dodd, Mead, 
1962), 161. 

23 Conrads, Winslow Homer and the Critics, 232n120.

12 Marc Simpson, Winslow Homer: Paintings of the Civil War, exhibition 
catalogue (San Francisco: Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, 1988), 
51. For example, the critic for Watson’s Weekly Art Journal wrote: “The 
lazy sunlight, the lazy, nodding donkeys, the lazy, lolling negroes make 
a humorously conceived and truthfully executed picture.” Ibid.  

13 Ibid., 48. 

14 Jennifer Greenhill, Playing It Straight: Art and Humor in the Gilded 
Age (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 29. 

15 Karen Adams, “Black Images in Nineteenth-Century American Painting 
and Literature: An Iconological Study of Mount, Melville, Homer, and 
Mark Twain” (PhD diss., Emory University, 1977), 114. 

16 Randall C. Griffin, Winslow Homer: An American Vision (London: 
Phaidon, 2006), 86. 

17 Very little information is known about Homer’s decision to return to 
Virginia, although we know he was on assignment there in the 1860s, 
and he chose to visit again in 1873, 1875, 1876, and possibly 1877.  
For commentary on the geographical site of this painting, see Lloyd 
Goodrich and Abigail Booth Gerdts, Record of Works by Winslow 
Homer (New York: Spanierman Gallery, Goodrich-Homer Art Educa-
tion Project, 2005-2014), 2:394-396.

18 When the painting was exhibited at the Century Club in March of 

contemporary critics made repeated mention of the paint-
ing’s humor: Homer invoked a common racial stereotype 
that equated the lazy mules in the background with the 
blacks resting in the foreground.12 Another critic described 
the “comic old darkey with the pipe” emerging from the tent 
at the center of the composition.13 Jennifer Greenhill has 
shown how this alert and confrontational figure complicates 
the easy equation of blacks with laziness, turning the joke 
on its head.14 This individual provides a compelling figural 
analogue to the black protagonist in The Watermelon Boys. 
Although the former challenges the viewer directly, his gaze 
being far more aggressive and defiant, both figures are central 
to the overall narrative. They invite deeper consideration 
and appear to reverse the initial stereotypes, pointing to 
alternate meanings.    

These Civil War-era paintings and prints are important 
visual precedents that complicate our understanding of 
Homer, and they are indicative of his attention to the racial 
beliefs of the audience to whom he hoped to market his 
work. Homer’s visual vocabulary was shaped by his ex-
perience with the popular press, where denigrating racial 
stereotypes proliferated in mass-circulated magazines and 
periodicals like Harper’s Weekly, Every Saturday, and Frank 
Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. Trained as an illustrator, he 
became well-versed in anecdote, slapstick, and racial humor 
that appealed to popular sentiment.15 Homer’s perception 
of African Americans, however, shifted during Reconstruc-
tion, as he moved away from stereotypes to the representa-
tion of more humanized and individualized black figures.16 
The Reconstruction period, between 1865 and 1877, saw 
a dramatic increase in racial violence as whites attempted 
to reinstate the status quo. Furthermore, the process of 

integrating newly emancipated blacks into society proved 
difficult, especially in the South. Despite federal efforts to 
secure educational access and voting and landholding rights, 
African Americans remained threatened and disenfranchised.   

Homer’s visits in the mid-1870s to Petersburg, Virginia, 
seemed to lay bare these problems for him. While there, he 
created a series of oil sketches, watercolors and drawings of 
African-American subjects he observed in the colored sec-
tions of the city.17 Among these works, Homer’s 1876 paint-
ing The Cotton Pickers was made precisely when the gains of 
blacks under Reconstruction were being undermined (Figure 
5). This somber scene recalls antebellum-era slavery: despite 
the two female figures’ monumental and heroic stature, the 
painting shows that working conditions akin to enslavement 
continued to persist well after the war.18 Homer’s presence 
in Petersburg eventually aroused anger: at one point, he was 
confronted by several white men who called him a “damned 
nigger-painter” and attempted to drive him out of town.19 
Although Homer, who affectionately referred to these as his 
“darkey pictures,” probably never saw African Americans as 
equals, he empathized with them, giving them agency and 
humanity in his imagery.20      

Armed with new subject matter, Homer began to rep-
resent white and black children together by the mid-1870s, 
disguising his commentary on race relations through the 
veneer of childhood, showing how the two races could co-
exist.21 According to Jean Gould, Homer had encountered 
four children eating watermelon when he decided to paint 
the scene.22 A pentimento shows that he reduced the num-
ber of figures from four to three, perhaps to create a more 
focused composition, with the main black figure singled out 
for attention.23 His body is highlighted with greater contours 
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24 Ibid., 134.

25 According to Peter Wood, this direction of looking is a pictorial strat- 
egy Homer learned while at Harper’s Weekly in order to guide the 
viewer’s eyes to focus on what is most important within the image; it 
is a device used often in Homer’s images of blacks and children from 
this period. Peter Wood, Near Andersonville: Winslow Homer’s Civil 
War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), 72; Wood and 
Dalton, Winslow Homer’s Images of Blacks, 77.  

26 Elizabeth Johns, American Genre Painting: The Politics of Everyday Life 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991), 103-106. 

27 Kenneth Haltman has made a similar observation with respect to the 
white youth’s facial expression, describing him as “brutish and insen-
sate, a mouth without a brain.” Kenneth Haltman, “Antipastorialism in 
Early Winslow Homer,” The Art Bulletin 80, no. 1 (March 1998): 107.  

28 For an extended discussion of the importance of this configuration, 
see Albert Boime, “Blacks in Shark-Infested Waters: Visual Encodings 
of Racism in Copley and Homer,” Smithsonian Studies in American 
Art 3, no. 1 (Winter 1989): 19-47. 

29 Haltman, “Antipastorialism in Early Winslow Homer,” 94.  

30 Rachel Carren, “From Reality to Symbol: Images of Children in the Art 
of Winslow Homer” (PhD diss., University of Maryland, 1990), 167.

31 See, for instance, Thomas Hovendon’s Ain’t That Ripe? (1885), Wil-
liam Aiken Walker’s Little Negro Girl Eating Watermelon (c. 1885), 
Sigmund Krausz’s Oh Golly, But I’se So Happy! (1891), the 1896 
Edison Manufacturing Company film “Watermelon-Eating Contest,” 
and an 1882 Currier & Ives lithograph entitled O Dat Watermillion! 
For related “racial puns” in Homer’s titles, see Wood and Dalton, 
Winslow Homer’s Images of Blacks, 49-52. 

32 Griffin, Winslow Homer: An American Vision, 74. 

33 Martin Berger, Sight Unseen: Whiteness and American Visual Culture 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 11. 

34 Deborah J. Johnson and Elizabeth Johns, William Sidney Mount: Painter 
of American Life (New York: American Federation of Arts, 1998), 43. A 
contemporary critic also acknowledged that the black figure was the 
“masterpiece of the composition.” Quoted in Adams, “Black Images 

and definition, as opposed to the rest of the work, which is 
thinly painted.24 In addition, the black protagonist appears 
poised and vigilant: his raised eyebrows and crisply painted, 
almond-shaped eyes signal his alertness to some kind of 
danger beyond the fence.25 A palpable anxiety suffuses 
the scene: as in his late painting, The Gulf Stream (1899), 
Homer’s rendering of the black figure’s vulnerability con-
jures the threatened status of blacks during Reconstruction, 
when lynchings and racial violence were pervasive features 
of everyday life.

The black youth’s commanding presence in the center 
of the image might also be interpreted as an ironic commen-
tary on race relations at this time. In most American artists’ 
depictions of interracial scenes, blacks are almost always 
outnumbered or relegated to the margins of the image. If 
they are depicted as a focal point, it is usually to reaffirm 
existing racial stereotypes.26 Here, however, the white youth 
is outnumbered and situated in a position below the central 
black figure. In a striking inversion, Homer seems to have 
displaced the negative physical characteristics associated 
with the black body onto the white boy. His eyes appear 
as mere slits, his dirty, bare feet protrude out towards the 
viewer, and his gaping mouth verges on the grotesque.27 
With these pointed visual contrasts, Homer draws on the 
satirical potential of incongruity: his sympathetic treatment 
of the black boy in turn conflicts with and eschews prevailing 
caricatures of blacks during this time.        

The figures’ close proximity to one another is also ironic 
in that it belies any indication of a racial divide. Although 
the boys do not interact, they appear to be friends, united 
by their actions and their tight triangular configuration.28 
Consider, as a point of comparison, Homer’s 1875 painting 
Weaning the Calf, which reveals a racially marked distinction 
between the figures (Figure 6). In this scene, distinct pairings 
are formed between the trees, haystacks, chickens, white 
children, and the black youth and calf. As in The Bright Side, 
blacks and animals are conflated, although here the black 

youth is working. He wears tattered clothing and struggles to 
rope in the calf in the foreground, in contrast to the passive, 
neatly-dressed white children standing beside him.29 On a 
formal level, even the sunlight and shadow serve to demar-
cate their systemic racial separation in post-war America. 
As Rachel Carren has noted, the black boy continues to 
work hard, like a slave, while the white youths oversee his 
labor.30 In addition, Homer self-consciously relied on fram-
ing devices in different ways: in Weaning the Calf, he offers 
up pairings as a means to articulate difference, while in The 
Watermelon Boys, he unites the black and white children 
in order to upend difference. In the former, the title slyly 
refers to the weaning of black citizens’ dependency from 
the federal government, while the latter title affirms the easy 
companionship between the boys, its language posed in 
stark contrast with the racist dialect that often accompanied 
paintings and prints devoted to the watermelon stereotype 
in the nineteenth century.31   

With its racially integrated cast of characters, The Water-
melon Boys recalls the work of William Sidney Mount. Reviv-
ing a tradition of genre painting from the 1830s, Homer knew 
of Mount’s work and copied one of his paintings in 1855.32 
Mount created numerous images of African Americans in the 
company of white citizens, as in his popular 1836 painting 
Farmers Nooning (Figure 7). This rural vignette shows three 
farmers in a hay field taking a noon break from harvesting. 
At center, a reclining African-American man sleeps against 
a haystack while a young white boy tickles his ear with a 
piece of straw. Martin Berger has shown how a contempo-
rary critic interpreted this painting in terms of racial binaries, 
noting the differences between the black and white men, 
who are either asleep or awake, and lazy or industrious.33 
Yet, despite these stereotypes, the black figure is also a fo-
cal point of the work: as Deborah Johnson points out, he 
shares in the noon respite with his white co-workers, and he 
is not the only reclining figure.34 Laden with visual clues, the 
painting also corresponds to larger debates about slavery in 
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 in Nineteenth-Century American Painting and Literature,” 26-27. 

35 Johns, American Genre Painting, 34-36.   

36 I am very grateful to Randall C. Griffin for sharing his thoughts with me 
on this matter. To my knowledge, no one has analyzed these two works 
together or identified irony as an underlying point of comparison. 

37 Martin Berger refers to this iconography in nineteenth-century genre 
painting in Sight Unseen, 36. Other examples include Homer’s Near 
Andersonville (1865-66), Children Sitting on a Fence (1874), Milking 
Time (1875), and Dressing for the Carnival (1877). In the latter work, 
the closed gate is thought to signify a kind of barrier between white 
and black worlds. Wood, Near Andersonville, 73; and Griffin, Winslow 
Homer, 93. 

38 Wood and Dalton, Winslow Homer’s Images of Blacks, 60. 

39 Alternatively, Richard Powell has argued that Homer’s depiction of 
black students made allusions to the “remedial training that newly 
emancipated blacks were perceived as needing.” He also notes that 
these “youthful representations, attached to an equally elusive image 
of the black, figured into the already conflated notion that blacks pos-
sessed “naïve” and “child-like qualities.” Wood and Dalton, Winslow 
Homer’s Images of Blacks, 11.  

40 Gould writes about this reaction, although there is no citation. Gould, 
Winslow Homer, 161.

41 The other engraving is titled In the Fields, after Homer’s 1876 paint-
ing Song of the Lark. Sheldon’s article suggests that the two prints 
were commissioned and engraved by the Art Journal. See George W. 
Sheldon, “American Painters: Winslow Homer and F.A. Bridgman,” 
Art Journal 4 (1878): 225-227. An article in the New York Evening 
Post also refers to Homer drawing on wood sketches of his paintings 
titled “The Song of the Lark” and “Hooking Melons” for Appleton’s 
Art Journal in February 1878. “Art Notes,” New York Evening Post, 14 
February 1878, 2. 

42 Perry, Young America, 94. 

43 The early state of the painting exhibited at the Brooklyn Art Association 
was referred to as “The Farmer’s Seed Melon.” See “Paintings, Thirty-
Third Reception of the Art Association,” Brooklyn Union, 5 December 
1876, 3; and “Art....The Thirty-third Semi Annual Reception of the 
Brooklyn Art Association,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 5 December 1876.

44 This information is contained in a footnote in Conrads, Winslow 
Homer and the Critics, 232n120. Quentin Rankin, a conservator at 
the Smithsonian American Art Museum, conducted the analysis of 
this painting. 

the North. According to Elizabeth Johns, the tam-o’shanter 
worn by the white boy was a common abolitionist symbol, 
while ear-tickling meant filling a naïve listener’s mind with 
promises.35 The suggestion here is that the black man is 
being misled about the benefits of emancipation in light of 
the comfortable realities of his present existence. Although 
Mount was strongly anti-abolitionist, this ambiguous work 
puts forth conflicting meanings, inviting white viewers to 
imagine the role and place of emancipated African Ameri-
cans in their world.      

The Watermelon Boys draws on the compositional 
structure and multivalent humor of Farmers Nooning.36 Like 
Mount, Homer prompts the viewer to decode his visual 
language, reading past the work’s immediate stereotypes 
to probe its deeper symbolism. Fences recur frequently in 
Homer’s Reconstruction-era works, signifying an iconogra-
phy of enclosure.37 As an example, the fence located in the 
right-hand portion of The Watermelon Boys is redolent with 
meaning and could be indicative of a racial divide. A section 
of it appears broken, indicating that the enclosure has been 
breached, an interpretation supported by the interaction 
between the white and black children in the foreground. 
Moreover, the tightly packed bundle of books situated next 
to the white youth in the lower-right foreground alludes to 
the status of black education, an increasingly contentious 
issue in Reconstruction America.38 Literacy was perceived 
as a major threat by the white community, so much so that 
laws had long prohibited any formal schooling for blacks; 
as a result, their post-war access to education represented 
social upheaval. Homer called attention to this problem in 
Sunday Morning in Virginia (1877) and Taking a Sunflower 
to Teacher (1875), works that sympathetically portray black 
children attempting to learn and suggest Homer’s support 
of education for the rising black generation.39  

Despite recalling the deeply embedded prejudices of 

his day, The Watermelon Boys points to Homer’s invest-
ment in sustaining a kind of ambiguity in meanings: the 
painting’s unique synthesis of visual irony and stereotypical 
humor conveys the paradoxical realities of race relations 
in America, projecting mixed messages about an uncertain 
future. By way of conclusion, it is important to note that 
Homer employed and modified comic black stereotypes de-
pending on the medium in which he was working. Although 
he was reportedly “annoyed and embarrassed” about the 
popularity of The Watermelon Boys, he made a companion 
engraving to the painting that was published in August of 
1878 (Figure 8).40 Specifics about the work and change in 
title are unknown, but Watermelon-Eaters was used as one 
of two illustrations in George W. Sheldon’s August 1878 
article on Homer and Frederick Arthur Bridgman in the Art 
Journal.41 The unique dialogue between the painting and 
wood engraving merits further consideration. In the latter, 
Homer included an angry farmer menacing the boys beyond 
the fence, creating a humorous scene much in the same 
vein as William Sidney Mount’s 1848 painting Boys Caught 
Napping. Watermelon-Eaters similarly shows young children 
caught in irresponsible acts, facing punishment from adult 
figures. Stealing watermelon was a typical boyish prank that 
would have been looked upon with amusement. As a result, 
the engraving more conspicuously plays on a theme of fruit 
pilfering popular among American artists in the nineteenth 
century.42  

Yet there are also key changes to the painting and print 
that exploit the racist attitudes of the day. When the paint-
ing was initially shown at the Brooklyn Art Association in 
December of 1876, critics reported the inclusion of the 
farmer, which was removed by the time it was exhibited 
in 1878.43 Infrared reflectography reveals a section of the 
canvas scraped down, possibly even sanded, at the place 
where the farmer stands in the illustration.44 With the ad-
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45 Perry, Young America, 78. This idea also plays on the racial stereotype 
that their inherent laziness must be subsidized by pilfering.  

46 “The National Academy of Design, II,” New York Sun, 14 April 1878, 
3; Earl Shinn, Nation, 30 May 1878, 363. 

47 For more information about the artist’s engraving process, see Barbara 
Gelman Jackson, The Wood Engravings of Winslow Homer (New York: 
Bounty Books, 1969); David Tatham, Winslow Homer and the Pictorial 
Press (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2003); and Marilyn S. 
Kushner, Barbara Dayer Gallati, and Linda S. Ferber, Winslow Homer: 

Illustrating America (New York: Brooklyn Museum of Art, 2000). 

48 Simpson, Winslow Homer’s Paintings of the Civil War, 56. 

49 See John Wilmerding, Winslow Homer (New York: Praeger, 1972), 
88; and Wood and Dalton, Winslow Homer’s Images of Blacks, 42. 
Peter Wood has also suggested that such transpositions often “had 
the effect of simplifying the interpretation of a work by eliminating 
all but one explanation,” especially when he engraved paintings for 
the broader market of the illustrated press. Ibid., 83-84.  

dition of the farmer, the engraving reintroduces some of 
the negative behavioral traits usually attributed to blacks in 
American visual culture, as the mischievous element con-
forms to popular stereotypes that blacks were susceptible 
to every kind of vice.45 Indeed, one critic remarked on the 
painting as a “sketch of rural predatory life,” while another 
explicated this idea further, writing about the “negro-lad, 
stealing melons in fulfillment of a predatory law of nature, 
without sin and without conviction of sin….”46 

Now, moreover, the white boy appears more alert in the 
engraving, while the likeness of the black protagonist has 
been distorted accordingly: his nose, lips, and skull are visibly 
exaggerated, physiognomic stereotypes that contemporary 
viewers would have been primed to recognize. Although it 
is difficult to determine the extent to which Homer’s engrav-
ing was affected by editorial interference, or even by the 
engraver’s intermediary involvement, Homer was certainly 
attuned to the racial dichotomies between these two figures 
as they were translated from painting to print.47 A similar 
modification occurs in the engraved version of The Bright 

Side, where Homer removed the confrontational main figure 
emerging from the tent, bringing sole focus to the lazy and 
humorous black men below.48 

As many scholars have noted, Homer tended to simplify 
and create open-ended narratives in his paintings while 
retaining more detail and anecdote in related illustrations.49 
Yet, by eliminating the farmer and leaving the painting open 
to interpretation, Homer also supplanted one form of hu-
mor for another: the painting, which is nearly stripped of 
its racially charged humor, points to Homer’s exploration 
of visual irony, while the engraving reverts to comic black 
stereotypes in order to appeal to a mass audience. Reading 
the engraving and painting together not only reveals the 
reciprocal relationship between the two, but it also shows 
how Homer’s artistic project is ultimately one of ambigu-
ity. By teasing out these works’ problematic symbolism and 
grappling with the artist’s approach to humor, we can gain 
insight into Homer’s views on race, and indeed the nation’s 
own complex attitudes towards its black citizens.

University of Delaware 
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Figure 2. Winslow Homer (American, 1836-1910), A Bivouac Fire on the Potomac, 
1861, wood engraving on wove paper, 16 x 21 ¾ inches. Portland Museum of 
Art, Maine. Gift of Peggy and Harold Osher, 1991.70.33. 

Figure 1. [facing page] Winslow Homer (American, 1836-1910), The Water-
melon Boys, 1876, brush and oil paint on canvas, 24 1/8 x 38 1/8 inches (61.3 
x 96.8 cm). Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum, New York, NY, USA. 
Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr., 1917-14-6.  Photo Credit: Cooper-Hewitt, 
Smithsonian Design Museum / Art Resource, NY.   

Figure 3. Winslow Homer (American, 1836-1910), Our Jolly Cook, from Campaign 
Sketches, 1863, lithograph in black and gray. Ackland Art Museum, University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Gift of W. P. Jacocks.
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Figure 4. Winslow Homer (American, 1836-1910), 
The Bright Side, 1865, oil on canvas, 12 ¾ x 17 inches 
(32.4 x 43.2 cm). De Young, Fine Arts Museum of San 
Francisco. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. John D. Rockefeller 
3rd, 1979.7.56.

Figure 5. Winslow Homer (American, 1836-
1910), The Cotton Pickers,1876, oil on canvas, 
24 1/16 x 38 1/8 inches (61.12 x 96.84 cm).  
Los Angeles County Museum of Art; acquisition 
made possible through Museum Trustees: Robert 
O. Anderson, R. Stanton Avery, B. Gerald Cantor, 
Edward W. Carter, Justin Dart, Charles E. Ducom-
mun, Camilla Chandler Frost, Julian Ganz, Jr., Dr. 
Armand Hammer, Harry Lenart, Dr. Franklin D. 
Murphy, Mrs. Joan Palevsky, Richard E. Sherwood, 
Maynard J. Toll, and Hall B. Wallis (M.77.68). Digi-
tal Image © 2014 Museum Associates / LACMA. 
Licensed by Art Resource, NY.

Figure 6. Winslow Homer (American, 1836-1910), 
Weaning the Calf, 1875, oil on canvas, 24 x 38 
inches (61.0 x 96.5 cm). North Carolina Museum 
of Art, Raleigh, purchased with funds from the State 
of North Carolina exchange.
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Figure 8. After Winslow Homer, Watermelon-Eaters, 1889, wood engraving on wove paper, 5 1/8 x 7 inches. 
Portland Museum of Art, Maine. Gift of Peggy and Harold Osher, 1991.70.168.

Figure 7. William Sidney Mount, Farmers Nooning, 1836, oil on canvas, 20 ¼ x 24 ½ inches. The Long Island 
Museum of American Art, History & Carriages. Gift of Frederick Sturges, Jr., 1954.
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1 The AEF 8 continued to produce war-related artworks after being 
discharged from the Army. However, I calculate that the AEF 8 pro-
duced about 500 images while stationed abroad. Furthermore, this 
number is justified based on the monthly reports, which include a list 
of completed artworks that the artists submitted while in France. The 
War Department donated the official collection to the Smithsonian 
starting in 1919, and I used the accession records to verify this number. 
See the Smithsonian’s accession record for the Army’s World War I 
art (Record Unit 305, number 64592).

2 Major Kendall Banning to Smith, September 30, 1918, National Ar-
chives and Records Administration (NARA), College Park, Maryland, 
Records of the American Expeditionary Forces (World War I), Record 
Group 120, Box 1, NM-91; Entry 224—Correspondence Relating to 
the Eight Official Artists of the AEF, 1917-1919, Folder “Artists—J. Andre 
Smith, G-2-D.” (Hereafter citations will include record group [RG], 

box, and folder information as all locator information is the same.) 
Banning wrote to Smith regarding the purpose of the official draw-
ings. Smith believed the work of the AEF 8 was to be documentary, 
but Banning reiterates to Smith that the mission is for propaganda. 
See also, Banning to Smith, September 30, 1918, NARA RG 111-HB, 
Box 1, Folder 111-HB-4, Correspondence 1918. See also, Banning, 
“War Pictures as Propaganda: The Part Played by American Painters 
and Illustrators in the World War,” National Service Magazine 9, no. 
5 (May 1921): 272.

3 Calculations are based on the artists’ monthly reports. See NARA, RG 
120, Box 1, NM-91; Entry 224—Correspondence Relating to the Eight 
Official Artists of the AEF, 1917-1919.

4 Col. C.W. Weeks to Capt. J. André Smith, January 8, 1919. NARA, 
Records of the AEF (World War I), RG 120, Box 1, NM-91; Entry 224; 
Folder “Artists-Capt. J. André Smith, G-2-D.”

5 An excellent resource on the illustrated arts and artists is Walt Reed, 
The Illustrator in America, 1860-2000 (New York: Harper Collins 
International, 2001). Reed also mentions that “it was an honor for 
artists to have their work reproduced in the magazines, and nearly 
all of America’s best painters at some time provided illustrations for 
them” (Reed, Illustrator in America, 87).

The Battle Lines Were Drawn: The US Army’s Struggle to Publish 
World War I Combat Art

Ranelle Knight-Lueth

In February 1918, eight illustrators joined the American 
Expeditionary Forces (AEF) as the first official combat artists 
for the US Army. Commonly referred to as the AEF 8, these 
men—William Aylward (1875-1956), Walter J. Duncan 
(1881-1941), Harvey Dunn (1884-1952), George Harding 
(1882-1959), Wallace Morgan (1875-1948), Ernest Peix-
otto (1869-1940), J. André Smith (1880-1959), and Harry 
Townsend (1879-1941)—produced approximately 500 
images, documenting all aspects of World War I.1 Their two-
point mission involved creating works for a historical record 
and propaganda purposes.2 These dualistic orders—as well 
as Army inefficiency, a saturated art market replete with war 
imagery already available in the US, a shift from war-related 
material found in magazines, and the mediocre aesthetic 
quality of many of the artworks—contributed to the lackluster 
propagandistic use of these illustrations. Furthermore, even 
though the War Department and other government agencies 
acknowledged the persuasive power of art, they offered little 
support to the eight combat artists and besieged them with 
criticism during their tenures abroad. Nevertheless, there are 
three specific ways the art of the AEF 8 was utilized by the 
popular press: as examples supporting exhibition reviews, 
as artistic montages, and as illustrations for journal articles.

By December 1918, the artists had been in Europe for an 
average of eight months and had submitted almost 375 works 

of art, an impressive amount considering the circumstances 
under which they were created.3 In spite of this, the eight 
artists, who were commissioned as captains, probably felt 
frustrated when, in January 1919, Captain J. André Smith, 
the unofficial leader of the AEF 8, shared the news that only 
fifty-one works—about fifteen percent—had been selected 
for publication in US magazines.4 

This woeful amount reflects the struggles that illustra-
tors faced in the early twentieth century, even though more 
and more periodicals included visual imagery. From 1890 
to 1910, an era dubbed the “Golden Age of Illustration,” 
opportunities for the illustrated arts expanded.5 Illustrations 
helped to sell magazines, and publishers were quite cogni-
zant of that fact. Interesting and vibrantly-colored covers, 
serialized stories with provocative images, and smartly illus-
trated advertisements enticed readers to purchase magazines 
or, better yet, subscribe. While numerous illustrations made 
it to the presses, not all illustrators were successful. 

The popular press proved to be a tough market because 
it was saturated with artists and their artworks. According to 
art historian Michele Bogart:

During the first two decades of the century, 
the most popular magazines often included 
the work of as many as fifteen illustrators 
per issue, and there was strong competition 
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4, Correspondence 1918. See also, Banning to Smith, September 26, 
1918, RG-111-HB, Box 1, Folder 4, Correspondence 1918.

11 For example, Ernest Peixotto submitted a drawing, Street, Soppe-le-Bas, 
on June 1, 1918, with his May report. It took over three weeks for 
it to be photographed and approved, as indicated by the censorship 
ink stamp dated June 23 on the artwork’s verso. At the earliest, the 
original and/or photographic negatives arrived in the US two weeks 
later in early July, six weeks after Peixotto’s submission date.

12 Harry Townsend, War Diary of a Combat Artist, ed. Alfred Cornebise 
(Niwot: University Press of Colorado, 1991), 103-104 (diary entry 
from September 21, 1918). This is corroborated by Captain William 
Moore, who informed Major Kendall Banning that Major James, Chief 
of G-2-D, sent memos to the artists instructing them “to confine their 
work to the forward areas,” per a request from America. For this par-
ticular letter, see Moore to Banning, September 30, 1918, NARA, RG 
111-HB, Box 1, Folder 3, Correspondence 1918. See also, a memo 
from Maj. A. L. James, Jr., to the Official Artists, September 19, 1918, 
NARA, RG 120, Box 1, NM-91, “Artists Miscellaneous.” Specifically, 

6 Michele H. Bogart, Artists, Advertising, and the Borders of Art (Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 317. 

7 Sidney Fairfield, “The Tyranny of the Pictorial,” Lippincott’s Monthly 
Magazine 55 (June 1895): 861. 

8 There are several excellent sources pertaining to the history of the CPI. 
In addition to the official report presented to the government after the 
CPI ceased operations, Creel also wrote his personal account of the 
organization. See George Creel, How We Advertised America: The First 
Telling of the Amazing Story of the Committee on Public Information 
that Carried the Gospel of Americanism to Every Corner of the Globe 
(New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1920).

9 Creel, How We Advertised America, 133-140. See also, George L. 
Vogt, “When Posters Went to War: How America’s Best Commercial 
Artists Helped Win World War I,” Wisconsin Magazine of History 84, 
no. 2 (Winter 2000-2001): 38-47.

10 Banning to Smith, August 5, 1918, NARA, RG-111-HB, Box 1, Folder 

among the illustrators. Art directors found it 
preferable to keep their talent pool as large 
as possible. However, they either tended to 
use the same artists each time or to com-
mission work from such a wide range of 
people that most individuals received an 
assignment only periodically.6 

Even as early as 1895, critics of the illustrative arts vocalized 
their concerns about the profession, as one of them wrote, 
“The trouble is not that there are too many artists, but that 
there are too few good ones.”7 Thus, the occupation was 
marked by risks and rewards. It provided opportunities for 
artists to earn a living and gain recognition with a mass audi-
ence, yet an illustrator’s livelihood depended on his or her 
talents as well as the preferences of art editors.

During World War I, the market for illustration grew 
thanks to government sponsorship. Shortly after the US of-
ficially entered the war in April 1917, President Woodrow 
Wilson created the Committee on Public Information (CPI) 
and appointed journalist George Creel (1876-1953) as its 
leader.8 As the federal government’s pro-war public relations 
agency, the CPI oversaw the work of several media divisions, 
including the Division of Pictorial Publicity (DPP) headed by 
the prominent illustrator Charles Dana Gibson (1867-1944). 
The DPP managed a large group of artists who agreed to 
produce art in support of the wartime programs of the US. 
Different organizations, such as the Food Administration, the 
Red Cross, and the Liberty Loan committee, could request 
artwork for a poster, publication, or other project, and the 
DPP would assign an artist to that request.9 

However, the AEF 8 did not work for the CPI nor the 
DPP but rather for the Army. Their images, though, were 
distributed by the CPI to magazine and newspaper editors 
after enduring the Army’s complex archival and censorship 
processes. This cumbersome process was as follows: every 
month each member of the AEF 8 submitted to Army officials 
in France a written report of his activities with any artworks 
he completed, but the artists were allowed to retain any 
images for further completion. Once a completed image 

was submitted, the US Army Signal Corps’ Pictorial Section 
photographed it in a variety of formats at one of their labora-
tories in France. The photographic negatives were reprinted 
in triplicate and sent to the US with one set filed at the War 
Department’s Historical Section’s offices in Washington, DC, 
a second set kept with the Signal Corps, and the third set, 
with censor-approved captions, released to the CPI which 
would solicit magazine art editors with the images. After be-
ing photographed, the originals were stamped on the verso 
if approved by the censor and sent to Washington, DC, to 
be prepared for exhibitions.10 Overall, the censorship and 
photographic processes could take weeks—sometimes even 
months—to complete, and the images often arrived too late 
in the US to illustrate any current war-related events.11

By late September 1918, high-ranking officials, who 
were frustrated by the lack of drama in the AEF 8’s artworks, 
commanded all military personnel to assist the artists in de-
picting the “action in the Advance Zone with the accent on 
the action,” according to Harry Townsend, one of the AEF 
8.12 Furthermore, pressure from military officials and art edi-
tors back in the US constrained and frustrated the artists. In 
August 1918, Major Kendall Banning (1879-1944), an author 
and former editor for System magazine who managed the art 
during his tenure with the Army’s Historical Section, wrote 
several letters to the artists criticizing their works. 

In one letter, Banning included the names of artists, such 
H. Devitt Welsh (1888-1942) and Charles Dana Gibson, 
and art editors from several magazines, including Ladies’ 
Home Journal, Collier’s, and The American Magazine of Art, 
who viewed the artworks and found them unpublishable. 
Banning wrote, 

They [the artworks] all have artistic merit in 
a varying degree but the subject matter is 
unimportant and the pictures disappoint-
ing, nearly all of them showing ruined 
houses, street scenes in French villages 
and landscapes. Only a very small number 
show any soldiers at all, and the pictures 
are generally lacking in action…all agree 
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 Maj. James wrote, “…all work of the Official Artists until further notice 
will be confined to activities in the Advance Zone. There will be a 
special effort to portray action wherever possible.”

13 Banning to William Moore, August 5, 1918, NARA, RG 111-HB, Box 
1, Folder 3, Correspondence 1918.

14 This tour began in November 1918 at the Corcoran Gallery in Wash-
ington, DC. From there the art went to the Allied War Salon in New 
York City. After that major exhibition closed, the tour continued to 
smaller venues throughout the eastern and southern US, with the last 
stop in Chicago in August 1919.

15 “List of War Drawings Made by the Official Artists of the United States 
Army,” Allied War Salon, exhibition catalogue (New York: American 
Art Galleries, under the management of the American Art Association, 

1918), 23-28.

16 “How American Artists Picture the War,” Literary Digest 59, no. 13 
(December 28, 1918): 980-983.

17 Royal Cortissoz, “The Allied War Salon,” New York Tribune, 10 De-
cember 1918, 9.

18 “A Selection of War Drawings by the Official Artists of the United 
States Army,” Scribner’s Magazine 65, no. 3 (March 1919): 361-368.

19 Because the Allied War Salon included hundreds objects, it was neces-
sary for organizers to divide the exhibition into smaller shows which 
could easily be displayed in smaller venues, such as the Arnot.

20 Regarding the history of Scribner’s and its emphasis on illustration, 

that the pictures received to date are dis-
appointing and unsuitable for propaganda 
purposes.13 

Therefore, months passed before any official drawings were 
published, and it was clear that art editors struggled with 
how to implement them. 

Some editors, though, utilized the art to accompany 
exhibition reviews when the AEF 8’s paintings, prints, and 
drawings began an eight-city tour throughout the US.14 The 
Allied War Salon, held at New York’s American Art Galleries 
in December 1918, received the most attention because it 
featured hundreds of artworks from European countries and 
the US, including 196 by the AEF 8.15 Some journalists wrote 
favorably about the show, yet the Army’s official art proved 
problematic for most critics.

For example, Literary Digest republished noted art critic 
Royal Cortissoz’s review of the Allied War Salon.16 Originally 
written for the New York Tribune, Cortissoz’s article offered 
snippets of praise for a few of the AEF 8 and their works, 
but overall he found little merit with the official collection. 
He wrote,

Looking at all these drawings in the 
mass—and they are so numerous that it 
is frankly impossible to deal with them 
otherwise—one kindles to their truth, to 
their unmistakable value as records. Their 
purely artistic significance is another mat-
ter….They are good drawings, properly to 
be preserved and admired for the light they 
will always throw upon the facts observed 
by the draughtsmen. They are not, as draw-
ings, as works of art, at all distinguished.17

To illustrate Cortissoz’s comments, Literary Digest reprinted 
only one drawing by a member of the AEF 8:  a genre scene 
by Wallace Morgan that depicts a village cluttered with hors-
es, wagons, a motorcycle, and, in the immediate foreground, 
children and chickens (Figure 1). Except for the inclusion of 
a few soldiers, the serene hamlet appears unaffected by the 
ravages of war. Thus, it supports Cortissoz’s comments but 
does little to entice viewers to the exhibition. Because the 
AEF 8’s art was on tour, it was an easy fit for editors to use the 
art with the critical reviews. However, because the reviews 

were mixed, printing the AEF 8’s art was not always justified.
Other magazines, though, followed Literary Digest’s 

example and utilized the AEF art to supplement exhibition 
reviews of the Allied War Salon, even after the show closed 
in late December 1918.  For example, the Scribner’s March 
1919 issue included eight official drawings as part of a multi-
page article featuring very little text, in which a “recent ex-
hibition” is mentioned but not defined.18 Because Scribner’s 
was based out of New York City and catered to a national 
audience, it is likely that the recent exhibition refers to the 
Allied War Salon, even though a portion of the AEF 8’s art 
was on display at the Arnot Art Gallery in Elmira, New York, 
at the time of the article’s publication.19   

Known for its extensive use of imagery, Scribner’s se-
lected several works by the AEF 8, but two were exceptional 
in displaying the war’s destructive toll on Europeans and their 
cultural heritage.20 First, Smith’s illustration of a ruined church 
at Badonviller (Figure 2) weaves intricate architectural details 
with abstracted heaps of rubble delineated by the use of 
thick, dark lines, all of which reproduced clearly in the maga-
zine. The well-framed, highly-contrasted, boldly-articulated 
composition demonstrates how devastating the war was to 
architectural and religious structures such as the church in 
Badonviller and cities and villages throughout Europe. 

Second, Townsend’s detailed illustration of refugees 
passing soldiers within a crowded street (Figure 3) highlights 
the human side of the conflict and its aftermath. Although 
it is unclear if the civilians are retreating or returning home, 
Townsend emphasizes them by revealing their faces as they 
progress toward the viewer, by including a tremendous 
amount of detail in the cargos and packages they carry, and 
by accentuating the contrasts between lights and darks. 
Conversely, the soldiers, whose backs are to the viewer, 
recess into the scene and are rendered with fewer details. 

Even though Townsend completed this drawing in 
June 1918, during a tumultuous period of the Great War, 
Scribner’s published it during the Armistice as the American 
Army of Occupation (the title given to the troops who served 
in Germany, Austria, and Hungary until 1923) maintained 
the peace. In a way, this work visualized what so many 
people questioned: what happens now that the fighting 
has stopped? Therefore, Townsend’s artwork epitomized 
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that exact moment in time—an interim post-war period 
dominated by negotiations regarding reconstruction and 
reparations—when Americans questioned if their sacrifices 
would be worth the rewards.

In this context, Smith’s and Townsend’s drawings were 
used effectively as propaganda, a word that has numerous 
connotations and whose definition has mutated throughout 
history. In general, propaganda is a purposefully-crafted 
message imbued (blatantly or not) with a call to action that 
is transmitted to a mass audience via any mode of commu-
nication—print media, radio, speech, film, etc.21 Propaganda 
can support or refute something, as was the case prior to and 
during America’s involvement in the Great War. Regardless 
of when the Army utilized propaganda imagery (either dur-
ing the months of intense combat or after the signing of the 
Armistice), its goal was to publicize the work of the American 
soldiers abroad.

As the Armistice progressed, art editors needed to find 
other ways to include the AEF 8’s art into their magazines. 
Art montages, such as that created by Collier’s for its Febru-
ary 1919 issue (Figure 4), allowed them the opportunity to 
fulfill their pledges to the CPI, yet a full-length article was 
not crucial.22 Instead, art editors wrote minimal captions to 
briefly describe the art, some of which depicted the soldiers 
in action, as illustrated by George Harding’s drawing at the 
top of the page.  

Other magazines followed suit. Farm and Fireside, an 
oversized specialty magazine that featured both fiction and 
newsworthy articles in its monthly issues, chose a creative, 
one-page display to reproduce three official drawings in 
April 1919 (Figure 5).23 Even though these colored original 
works appeared in black and white in the magazine, the 
lengthy captions praised the artists, the art, and the soldiers 
they portrayed, which probably pleased Banning, the War 
Department, and the artists. 

Also during this time, articles written by military officials 
appeared in print, and magazine editors discovered that the 
AEF 8’s art could support these retrospective texts as well. 
For example, in its March 1919 issue, Everybody’s Maga-

zine reproduced ten images to illustrate a lengthy article by 
Major-General Omar Bundy.24 In the article’s introduction, 
the editor commented on the drawings, touting that they 
were “made actually on the battle-ground by three of the 
eight American artists,” an accurate description since all of 
the artworks were created between May and June 1918 
and illustrated how the US soldiers infiltrated the French 
battlefields.25 

Morgan supplied six of the illustrations, including the 
frontispiece to the issue (Figure 6). As the introductory il-
lustration, On the Watch at Dawn, the caption given to 
Morgan’s sketch which he had originally titled The G.C. at 
Dawn, Badonviller, depicts a single soldier stepping from 
his earthen military post amid blasted trees on a precarious 
but quietly heroic mission.26 Morgan delineated the scene 
in charcoal and identified the location as Badonviller, even 
though it could portray almost any location along the west-
ern front. He submitted it in May 1918, making it one of 
the first works completed by the artist while in France, and, 
although it lacks the drama so desired by Banning, Morgan’s 
impressionistic and loosely-sketched landscape reveals much 
about trench warfare.

Everybody’s again used the AEF 8’s illustrations in its 
June 1919 issue.27 This time, Captain Archibald Roosevelt, 
one of Theodore’s sons, provided a telling, not-so-positive 
account of the preparedness of the US Army, and two im-
ages, both by Wallace Morgan, complement Roosevelt’s 
text which described numerous commanding officers and 
soldiers. Roosevelt felt that, “All my officers and men seemed 
oblivious to the dangers of war, and were quaintly humor-
ous about the discomforts,” a sentiment that Morgan’s The 
Morning Wash-up (Figure 7) appears to depict.28 

The Morning Wash-up reveals men, women, and horses 
using a water fountain and trough. They all appear aloof as 
they go about their daily chores or find refreshment, but 
they all—no matter what their nationalities may be—are 
“in” this together, meaning both the war and the water 
trough. Whether or not Morgan intended the work to appear 
“cartoonish” or comical, the effect is apparent, especially 
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in regard to those whose derrières are prominently visible. 
The man who appears bent over with his face in the trough 
mimics the horse standing to his left. Also, the man’s pants 
and the shadow between his legs mirror the horse’s legs and 
tail, causing one to question if Morgan disliked the man so 
much as to equate him to a horse’s backside. Regardless of 
Morgan’s intent, the drawing complements Archibald Roos-
evelt’s text that criticized the naiveté of some of his cohorts.

Thus, the popular press began to find ways to incorpo-
rate the official images in their pages, but the artworks found 
their most logical place in a new magazine, The American 
Legion Weekly, whose first issue appeared on Independence 
Day, 1919. A few months later the magazine began to publish 
the AEF art with Harvey Dunn’s The Sniper (1918) appear-
ing on the cover and emphasized with spot-coloring in red 
(Figure 8).29 This marked the first time the magazine utilized 
color, and although the color choice was not true to the 
original, the coveted cover illustration had to have pleased 
Dunn and his military supervisors. 

Dunn, likely the best known artist of the AEF 8, had 
contracted with numerous magazines, including Collier’s, 
Harper’s, Ladies’ Home Journal, McClure’s, Redbook, and 
The Saturday Evening Post, prior to his war service.30 Unfor-
tunately, his Army paintings and drawings did not arrive in 
the US in time to be published in any magazines in late 1918 
and early 1919, yet his images were aggressively sought by 
Banning and art editors in the US throughout Dunn’s tenure 
as an Army artist. 

In fact, in September 1918, Banning inquired about 
Dunn’s works, writing that “the magazines are awaiting their 
[Dunn’s drawings and paintings] arrival with expectancy as 
is the Committee on Public Information through which the 
pictures will be distributed to the press.”31 From June through 
November 1918, Dunn submitted to his commanding officer 
in France over thirty fully-finished paintings and drawings, 
many of them in his typical impasto, colorful, and ruggedly 
modern, manly style.32 Some of them arrived in America in 
late December 1918, just as the Allied War Salon was clos-
ing. Dunn’s remaining artworks, however, were discovered 
in the spring of 1919 in the Signal Corps’ photographic lab in 
Paris—forgotten but ready for shipment to the US.33 Overall, 
this mismanagement tarnished the Army’s reputation with 
artists and art editors, cost the CPI valuable time with the 
magazines, and significantly diminished the efficacy of the 
government’s propaganda mission. 

Inside the issue featuring Dunn’s Sniper on the cover, an 
article by Captain William Moore touted the work of the AEF 
8.34 Moore, who served in France with the Signal Corps and 
who was a good friend of Major Banning, wrote,

These artists have done for the American 
army and the late war what never has been 
done before. They depicted war as it really 
is, as the soldier knows it who has been 
through it and while the public may never 
appreciate these war pictures, the Ameri-
can war artists of the A.E.F. will have the 
satisfaction of knowing they have handed 
on to succeeding generations a faithful 
reproduction of Armageddon.35 

Moore’s article was written for The American Legion Weekly’s 
audience, veterans of the Great War, yet his words seem tar-
geted for Banning, other members of the Historical Branch, 
and art critics, many of whom never made it to France yet 
harshly criticized the AEF 8 and their artworks.

Over the next few months, The American Legion Weekly 
published over forty works by the AEF 8, mostly by Dunn 
and Harding, by incorporating the art into articles or as 
stand-alone montages. Readers took notice and submitted 
their compliments. For example, William M. Whitaker of 
Russellville, Kentucky, wrote about two drawings by William 
Aylward (Figure 9):

I was very much surprised when I picked 
up my copy of The American Legion Weekly 
of October 17 to see my old homes staring 
me in the face. The dugouts and shelters 
near Flirey, France, or to be exact, on the 
road from Flirey to Bernecourt…were 
occupied by Company B, Fifth Engineers, 
Seventh Division of which I was a member, 
from December 2 to December 7, 1918…I 
have a picture of this place which proves 
that our friend W.J. Aylward is some artist. 
It is readily recognized.36

Much as Captain Moore predicted, veterans appreciated 
the official illustrations and were eager to vocalize their 
approval. Unfortunately, just as the images were gaining in 
popularity with The American Legion Weekly in late 1919, 
the War Department’s Historical Branch began reducing its 
staff. It asked that all works on loan for exhibition or publish-
ing be returned to the Army in order to transfer them to the 
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ian Archives pertaining to the accession, Record Unit 305, number 
64592. Currently the collection is housed at the Smithsonian’s National 
Museum of American History.

37 Maj. Rowan P. Lemly, Pictorial Section, Historical Branch, War Plans 
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Smithsonian’s National Museum for permanent storage.37 
Therefore, the AEF combat art program, a significant 

and unprecedented investment in visual documentation 
and propaganda by the US Army, came to an abrupt end. 
Poor timing—an issue beyond the control of the artists them-
selves—proved to be one factor for the insipid dissemina-
tion of the official artworks. The magazines that eventually 
published the works as part of exhibition reviews, illustrations 
to factual war accounts, or as featured montages seem to 
have done so reluctantly or unenthusiastically. Several fac-

tors contributed to this, including the haphazard guidance 
the Army provided to the artists when they were in France, 
the inefficient censorship and dissemination process of the 
artworks, and the over-supply of war-related images already 
in circulation in the US. All these issues, as well as the tensions 
regarding pictorial representation and the aesthetic quality of 
the official artworks, reveal that the market for illustrations 
during the Great War was a competitive battle ground that 
wasn’t necessarily won by the Army’s official artists.

University of Iowa

Figure 1. Captain Wallace Morgan, A Roadside Blacksmith Near the Lines, Sanzey, 1918, pencil on paper. Reprinted in “How American Artists Picture 
the War” Literary Digest LIX, no. 13 (December 28, 1918): 981.
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Figure 2. Captain J. André Smith, American Troops Before a Church Badonvil-
ler—Inside the Church at Badonviller, c. 1918, charcoal, pastel, and watercolor 
on paper. Reprinted in “A Selection of War Drawings by the Official Artists of 
the United States Army,” Scribner’s Magazine 65, no. 3 (March 1919): 368.

Figure 3. Captain Harry Townsend, Refu-
gees from Chateau Thierry Section, 1918, 
charcoal on paper. Reprinted in “A Selec-
tion of War Drawings by the Official Artists 
of the United States Army,” Scribner’s 
Magazine 65, no. 3 (March 1919): 363.
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Figure 4. [above, left] TOP: Captain George Harding, Between Shells, 
Chateau Thierry (original title), 1918, charcoal and crayon on paper. BOT-
TOM: Captain Wallace Morgan, Dressing Station in Ruined Farm (original 
title), 1918, charcoal and watercolor on paper. Reprinted in “America’s 
Official Artists Abroad,” Collier’s 63, no. 7 (February 15, 1919): 16.

Figure 5. [above, right] TOP: Captain William J. Aylward, Sniper at Cha-
teau Thierry (original title), c. 1918, charcoal and gouache on paper. 
MIDDLE: Captain George Harding, American Wounded (original title), 
July 1918, charcoal and pastel on paper. BOTTOM: Captain George 
Harding, American-French Conference (original title), June 1918, charcoal 
and colored crayon on paper. Reprinted in “Château-Thierry,” Farm and 
Fireside 43, no. 4 (April 1919): 10.

Figure 6. [left] Captain Wallace Morgan, The G.C. at Dawn, Badonviller 
(original title), c. 1918, charcoal on paper. Reprinted as On the Watch at 
Dawn, Everybody’s Magazine 40, no. 3 (March 1919): frontispiece (page 7).

Figure 7. [facing page, top] Captain Wallace Morgan, The Morning 
Wash-up, Neufmaison (original title), 1918, charcoal on paper. Reprinted 
by Captain Archibald Roosevelt, “Lest We Forget,” Everybody’s Magazine 
40, no. 6 (June 1919): 19.

Figure 8. [facing page, bottom left] Captain Harvey Dunn, The Sniper 
(original title), 1918, charcoal, pastel, and watercolor on paper. Reprinted 
on the cover of The American Legion Weekly 1, no. 10 (September 5, 1919).

Figure 9. [facing page, bottom right] TOP: Captain William Aylward, 
First Division Headquarters Kitchen San Mihiel Drive (original title), 1918, 
charcoal and gouache on beige board. BOTTOM: Captain William Ayl-
ward, Engineer Camp Near Flirey (original title), 1918, charcoal, crayon, 
and gouache on heavy card. Reprinted in “Scenes of a Year Ago,” The 
American Legion Weekly 1, no. 16 (October 17, 1919): 21.
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Silent Struggles: The Graphic Radicalism of the Woodcut Novel
Jennifer Camp

During the 1930s, radical artists fashioned the woodcut and 
the wood engraving as a locus of struggle. In the face of mass 
social suffering brought on by the Great Depression, incensed 
American printmakers found political potential in the graphic 
arts. Responding to Soviet cultural prescriptions denouncing 
the “art for art’s sake” mantra of modernist easel painting, 
communist and other socially-concerned artists championed 
printmaking—both for its ability to reach the masses and 
for its distinct material and aesthetic qualities.1 The radical 
power of the graphic arts lay implicit in the artistic declara-
tions published by the American communist periodical New 
Masses: “We call upon [artists] to align themselves with the 
working class in its struggle against capitalist oppression and 
exploitation….We urge them to join with the literary and 
artistic movement of the working-class in forging a new art 
that shall be a weapon in the battle for a new and superior 
world.”2 The strong, clear, and sharp aesthetic of wood 
engraving enacted in bold black and white reinforces these 
demands for social justice. 

This paper explores the radical potential of Depression-
era wood engraving within a cutting-edge artistic medium: 
the woodcut novel. Though recent years have seen a re-
newed scholarly attention to leftist American printmakers, 
the woodcut novel remains understudied by art historians, 
perhaps because of its resistance to classification.3 Situated 
in a nebulous territory between popular fiction, art, and 
illustration, the “novel in woodcuts” offered artists a vital 
medium for the promotion and support of the working class. 
By focusing on the work of American artist Lynd Ward, a 
communist sympathizer and early pioneer of the woodcut 
novel, this paper seeks to understand the appeal of the 
medium for socially-concerned artists like Ward working 
during the 1930s.4

In October 1929, just days before the infamous stock 
market crash, Ward published his moody, Faustian tale titled 
Gods’ Man: A Novel in Woodcuts. Through a sequence of 139 
prints, Ward’s book delineates the story of a painter’s rapid 
rise and fall within a malevolent universe. A first in the history 
of American art and literature, this woodcut novel or “word-
less novel” condemns the corruption of art and society at the 
hands of capitalism. A communist sympathizer committed 
to the plight of the working class, Ward looked back on the 
1930s and remembered “a never-ending story of strikes, 
lay-offs, lock-outs, demonstrations, counter-demonstrations, 
and parades.”5 During the stormy years of the Great Depres-
sion, Ward created not one but six wordless novels engaged 
with the tempestuous times. His graphic pictorial narratives 
told tales of injustice, corruption, and brutality—through 
images alone.6

Through a critical focus on the story, materiality, and 
aesthetics of Gods’ Man, Lynd Ward’s graphic tour de force, 
this paper probes the relationship between Depression-era 
narrative relief printmaking and broader leftist conversations 
about the role of the artist in society. Work is a crucial touch-
stone for understanding the woodcut novel. Both audience 
and artist perform a kind of labor that is specific to the me-
dium—an artistic labor that abstracts, in visceral terms, the 
labor of the working classes. Gods’ Man not only questions 
the purpose of art under the conditions of capitalism, but 
it also offers a vital new medium for mobilizing the masses 
and envisioning a form of artistic and political resistance.

In an essay published in the November 1932 issue of 
New Masses, Russian art critic Anatoly Lunacharsky outlined 
a set of observations on the relationship of art to class ideol-
ogy: “During the period when [a] class is striving to find a 
political form for its class interests, its art is characterized 
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by storm and stress, and its forms are restless.”7 Capturing 
this spirit of restless turbulence and agitation in the opening 
scene of Gods’ Man, a small sailboat tossed at sea emerges 
on the crest of an inky, black wave (Figure 1). Lightning cuts 
across the troubled sky in sharp, white flashes, illuminating 
the relentless rain pummeling the tiny, helpless ship of Ward’s 
protagonist. Through this first print the viewer is introduced 
to a world of powerful binaries; of light and darkness, of 
good and evil, of violence and resistance. Wood engraving 
favors the high drama of bold blacks and vivid highlights; 
acute lines and staccato markings.  Without caption or textual 
narration, the reader is left to ponder the identity of Ward’s 
distressed sailor.

The bold, cutting aesthetic found in Gods’ Man as well 
as Ward’s subsequent wordless novels provided a fitting 
answer to communist calls for an art like a battle-axe that 
could cut through capitalism’s injustices. In Lunacharsky’s 
essay, he advocated a militant art in the service of revolu-
tion, asserting, “[Art] is not merely an instrument for appre-
hending reality; it is also a weapon for propagating definite 
viewpoints, a definite approach to reality.”8 However, as art 
historian Andrew Hemingway explains, exactly what form 
this revolutionary art should take proved to be a subject for 
deliberation. New Masses critics like Stephen Alexander 
denounced the perceived dishonesty of Regionalist painters 
like Grant Wood and Thomas Hart Benton, while also decry-
ing the “sterility” of modernist abstraction.9 Meyer Schapiro 
took artists to task in his criticism of a 1933 exhibition by the 
John Reed Club; these artists, he declared, failed to produce 
“genuinely militant” works.10 Schapiro’s vision of a truly 
revolutionary exhibition would include art that “reenact[ed] 
in a vivid, forceful manner the most important revolutionary 
situations… [in a] series of prints, with a connected content, 
for cheap circulations; cartoons for newspapers and maga-
zines; posters; banners; signs; illustrations of slogans.”11 For 
Schapiro, the revolution could be transmitted more appro-
priately through paper and ink than canvas and paint. The 
medium of printmaking, unlike painting, allowed for mass 
distribution and purchase by the populace; as Helen Langa 
observes, printmaking was envisioned as a “vitally democratic 
type of American art” particularly suited to communicating 
social concerns.12

In Gods’ Man, Lynd Ward ponders the implications of 
painting through the medium of print. Ward’s protagonist, 
whom the viewer soon discovers is an artist, finds himself 
facing a series of trials. After buying an extraordinary paint-

brush from a dark and mysterious stranger, the artist achieves 
rapid success and critical acclaim (Figures 2 and 3). The suc-
cess proves to be hollow, however, and the artist falls into a 
pit of despair when his artworks are sold to benefit greedy 
entrepreneurs—a not-so-subtle jab at the commercial gal-
lery system (Figure 4). After becoming romantically involved 
with a woman whom he later discovers (to his dismay) is a 
prostitute, the artist proceeds to wander the streets of the 
city in loneliness and isolation (Figure 5). The artist eventu-
ally finds love after leaving the city, only to have his dreams 
dashed when the shadowy figure reappears to collect his 
dues, forcing the artist to fall to his death. In the chilling, 
final scene, the shadowy figure is unmasked, revealing the 
face of death itself (Figure 6). The novel reworks the classic 
German legend Faust, in which a scholar makes a pact with 
the devil in exchange for fame and earthly pleasures.

Ward’s pictorial narrative specifically critiques modern-
ist easel painting as a socially disengaged art form that can 
quickly succumb to the caprices of the market. Many artists 
and critics during the 1920s and 1930s lamented that the 
arts had drifted precariously far from public life and social 
responsibility; as art historian John X. Christ writes, public 
intellectuals like John Dewey saw art as a “profound but also 
ailing” vehicle of communication.13 Ward’s novel in wood-
cuts offered an alternative medium for social commentary: a 
medium that denied the perceived authority and autonomy 
of painting in favor of an art more fully embedded within the 
public sphere. Less than a decade later, the German Marxist 
theorist Walter Benjamin would articulate his vision of the 
death of the “aura” of art at the hands of technological re-
production (i.e., printmaking, photography, and cinema): “As 
soon as the criterion of authenticity ceases to be applied to 
artistic production, the whole social function of art is revolu-
tionized. Instead of being founded on ritual, it is based on a 
different practice: politics.”14 Benjamin championed cinema 
as a revolutionary art form, and Ward’s woodcut novels drew 
upon a distinctly cinematic visual language.

For example, Ward may have been inspired by director 
F.W. Murnau’s silent film adaptation of Goethe’s tragic play 
Faust. Ward’s aesthetic recalls the dark, moody atmosphere 
of the 1926 German expressionist classic, as well as the 
bizarre and distorted sets of films like The Cabinet of Dr. 
Caligari (1920). Ward explained that his woodcut novels 
accessed the exaggerated visual language of silent cinema, 
“a medium…where facial expression, gesture, and move-
ment of the whole body were so completely the language 
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concept.” Ward, “On ‘Gods’ Man,’” 780.

18 Perry Willett, “The Cutting Edge of German Expressionism: The Wood-

cut Novel of Frans Masereel and Its Influences,” in A Companion to the 
Literature of German Expressionism, ed. Neil H. Donahue (Rochester, 
NY: Camden House, 2005): 111.

19 Lynd Ward, “The Eye and The Mind,” New Masses (17 December 
1935): 42.

20 “Chronology” in Spiegelman, Lynd Ward: Six Novels, 805.

21 For more information on the woodcut novel as a precursor to con-
temporary graphic novels, see: David A. Beronä, Wordless Books: The 
Original Graphic Novels (New York: Abrams, 2008).

22 Thomas S. Willison, “Revolutionary Art Today,” New Masses (1 October 
1935): 17.

23 Ibid.

of telling a story.”15 Like the dizzying, nightmarish instability 
of these early silent black-and-white films, Ward’s protago-
nist—enveloped in distress—sways precariously, his bodily 
instability suggestive of an inner, psychic turmoil (Figure 5). 
Ward would have been particularly familiar with these films 
after studying art in Germany during his 20s, a time during 
which he was steeped in the aesthetics of German Expres-
sionist film and printmaking.16 

Modern German masters of the woodcut medium, like 
Kathë Kollwitz, Otto Nückel, and the Belgian Frans Maser-
eel offered powerful, graphic social commentaries that 
deeply affected Ward.17 Ward acknowledged inspiration from 
Masereel and Nückel, earlier pioneers of the wordless novel 
who also looked to German Expressionist film for aesthetic 
inspiration. While training in Germany during the 1920s, 
Ward came in contact with Masereel’s Die Sonne (1919), 
among other works. Die Sonne, like Gods’ Man, tells the story 
(through pictures) of a man’s struggle against both internal 
and external demons. Scholar Perry Willett elucidates the 
paradoxical potential of the novel in woodcuts: “The irony at 
the center of these narratives lies in their exploration, entirely 
without words, of the power of language and the language 
of power.”18 Their prints—bold, direct, dramatic—arrest 
the viewer’s attention through a deep, pre-verbal aesthetic 
language.

Indeed, because of their reproducibility and ability to be 
“read” regardless of the native language of the viewer, Lynd 
Ward’s woodcut novels, like silent films, could be dissemi-
nated to a massive viewing public. Unlike painting, which 
tends to privilege viewing by the few or the wealthy, woodcut 
novels could be purchased and experienced by people of 
relatively modest means. Ward himself considered the word-
less novel to be a vital new medium for modern artists, a 
medium that he deemed “better suited to the life of our times 
and capable of reaching larger numbers of people.”19 Gods’ 
Man proved a testament to the goals of mass dissemination; 
it sold over 20,000 copies in only four years.20  

As an early precursor to the contemporary graphic novel, 
Gods’ Man merges both literary and artistic concerns.21 Each 
carefully carved woodcut receives its own space on the 

page, framed by smooth, white margins (Figure 7). Page by 
page, the “reader” experiences the story through a process 
of active looking. Rather than accompany each print with a 
caption, Lynd Ward challenges the viewer to discover and 
interpret the book’s visual narrative content. The viewer 
works to understand the novel and effectively performs a 
type of intellectual labor. Wordless novels grant a level of 
creative agency to their audiences; the viewer becomes an 
active participant in the creation of meaning. They are a col-
laborative effort between artist and audience—an audience 
unbound by the dictates of language.

Communist critic Thomas Willison, in an article of 1935 
titled “Revolutionary Art Today,” described his vision of a 
new form of radical art that sounds strikingly similar to the 
wordless novel. After criticizing painters who attend primarily 
to considerations of form or subject, Willison argued that art 
must “embody more than meets the eye…no single scene 
by itself can be wholly adequate or the highest goal of [the 
artist’s] realistic imagination. He must develop, if he wishes 
to attain the desired intensity or comprehensiveness, formal 
devices which, while foreign to the snapshot appearance, are 
capable of widening and deepening the scope of meanings 
in a representation.”22 Willison concludes, “[The artist] does 
not merely desire the masses’ respectful approval as a sign 
of his technical success; he desires their critical absorption 
of his work as a sign of its real effectiveness.”23 Wordless 
novels, as a medium that the viewer must necessarily spend 
time with, think about, and critically absorb, answered this 
call for a new kind of art work.

This level of critical absorption is perhaps what was lack-
ing from the art produced by Ward’s protagonist in Gods’ 
Man. As a painter, his works succumbed to the vagaries of 
the market. In one scene, the viewer sees an unruly crowd, 
vying to purchase one of the artist’s paintings (Figure 8). 
Commenting on the fetishistic commodification of art under 
the conditions of capitalism, sinuous, bony hands stretch 
upward in an attempt to be the highest bidder. Ward here 
has painstakingly described every muscle of these emaciated 
arms that wildly gesture for the opportunity to buy. In another 
scene, these same tense, gripping hands raise their glasses 
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24 Lynd Ward, “On ‘Gods’ Man,’” in Spiegelman, Lynd Ward: Six Novels, 
783.

25 Herbert Furst, The Modern Woodcut: A Study in the Evolution of the 
Craft (1924; repr., Liechtenstein: Quarto Press, 1979), 8.

26 Lynd Ward, “The Way of Wood Engraving,” in Spiegelman, Lynd Ward: 
Six Novels, 775.

to the man of the hour (Figure 4). The artist, isolated amidst 
a circle of disembodied arms, stares downward in despair. 
Verging on melodrama, the prints communicate through 
exaggeration of line, composition, and body language.

An expressionistic emotional weight bears down upon 
each print. Heavy, black shadows stretch ominously across 
the page as the artist wanders the empty city streets—the 
dark gravity of story matched by its heavy aesthetic (Figure 
9). Reflecting on his experience creating Gods’ Man, Ward 
wrote, “The woodblock, whether cut with a knife or en-
graved, develops its image by bringing details out of dark-
ness into the light….In a sense, what is happening is already 
there in the darkness, and cutting the block involves letting 
only enough light into the field of vision to reveal what is 
going on.”24 Ward’s vision of carving light from darkness 
visibly abstracted the goals of communist artists who sought 
to “enlighten” the proletariat class to its own revolutionary 
potential. This process of wood engraving, known as the 
“white line” method offered the artist a more direct rela-
tionship with the block of wood. Contemporary historian 
Herbert Furst said of the woodcut, “the tool is driven with 
more or less force into the surface of the material from which 
a physical restraint of varying degrees on the freedom of the 
line naturally results, a restraint which the draughtsman, the 
painter and the etcher experience hardly if at all.”25 Because 
the wood engraver must painstakingly cut away from the 
block all the shapes and lines that he does not want to print 
black, the white line method enabled forms to have a more 
expressive connection to the artist’s hand. 

Indeed, hands reoccur frequently throughout Gods’ 
Man. Whether, as seen before—in the raising of hands as 
at an auction, in a toast, or as the artist signs away his soul 
(Figure 10), Ward focuses on hands as the place of making, 
the location of aesthetic work. The bones in these hands 
seem to strain against the very skin that contains them, each 
line cut with unhesitating clarity.

Ward, in an essay explaining his affinity for the wood-
block medium, emphasized the material’s “human qualities,” 
its anthropomorphic relationship to the human hand. “There 
are aspects of working in wood that are quite unique….
Part of it is a feeling for the wood itself, that material which, 
unlike the metal and stone of other graphic processes, was 

once a living thing.”26  Ward described his interaction with 
the medium as like that of a “struggle between antagonists” 
and a “battle of wills,” writing, “With wood, every movement 
of the tool involves overcoming resistance and demands the 
use of a certain amount of sheer physical force. Every block 
and every subject is a new challenge.”27 By imagining a kind 
of artistic practice that required a blunt, physical strength, 
Ward effectively drew a metaphorical connection between 
the narrative struggles depicted in his wordless novels and 
the artistic struggle of creation. Ward presented himself as a 
worker whose “tools”—the burin, the knife, the gouge—not 
only stand for the tools of industrial and agricultural labor 
(the hammer, the sickle), they also stand for the weapons of 
collective protest and revolution. 

Photographs of Ward at work show him carving and 
pressing, engaging his whole body in the act of making. 
Fellow radical printmaker Ralph M. Pearson, described the 
printmaker as “a workman among workers….He prints his 
etchings, lithographs, or woodblocks with hands which know 
ink and the rollers and wheels of his press. He works. He 
produces. He lives.”28 For Lynd Ward, the time consum-
ing, deliberate, and physically demanding task of carving 
hundreds of woodcuts for his wordless novels engendered 
a bond to those agricultural and industrial workers whom 
he and other radical artists hoped to spur to political action.

Communist artists worked, produced, and lived. They 
saw themselves not as separate from—but as part of—the 
proletariat as members of a broader working class identity. In 
later wordless novels, Lynd Ward would adopt the imagery of 
public protest and struggle, of strikes and union organization. 

In a speech given in 1941 before the Writers and Artists 
Congress, Lynd Ward initiated a call-to-arms: “The Artist is a 
Fighter,” he declared in the title for the speech, “No matter 
how dark the night, the forces of progress cannot fail.”29 Lynd 
Ward, radical printmaker wielding knife and gouge, declared 
his commitments to a revolutionary art of the people, an art 
that he believed could impel social transformation through 
the promotion of collective action. Gods’ Man: A Novel in 
Woodcuts created a vital space for the artistic work of both 
artist and audience. In this wordless novel, the silent struggles 
of labor found a voice.

University of Virginia

27 Ibid.

28 Ralph M. Pearson, “These Prints and the Public,” in America Today: A 
Book of 100 Prints (New York: American Artists’ Congress, 1936), 7.

29 Lynd Ward, “The Artist as Fighter,” New Masses (1 July 1941): 30.
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Figure 3. [right] Lynd Ward, print from Gods’ Man, 
1929, wood engraving, 4 x 4 inches. By permission 
of Robin Ward Savage and Nanda Weedon Ward.

Figure 1. [above, left] Lynd Ward, print from Gods’ 
Man, 1929, wood engraving, 6 x 4 inches. By permis-
sion of Robin Ward Savage and Nanda Weedon Ward.

Figure 2. [above, right] Lynd Ward, print from Gods’ 
Man, 1929, wood engraving, 4 x 3 inches. By permis-
sion of Robin Ward Savage and Nanda Weedon Ward.
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Figure 4. [top left] Lynd Ward, print from Gods’ Man, 1929, wood engraving, 
5 x 3 inches. By permission of Robin Ward Savage and Nanda Weedon Ward.

Figure 5. [top right] Lynd Ward, print from Gods’ Man, 1929, wood en-
graving, 5 x 3.5 inches. By permission of Robin Ward Savage and Nanda 
Weedon Ward.

Figure 6. [left] Lynd Ward, print from Gods’ Man, 1929, wood engraving, 6 
x 4 inches. By permission of Robin Ward Savage and Nanda Weedon Ward.

Figure 7. [above] Lynd Ward, page spread from Gods’ Man, 1929, wood 
engraving, 7.75 x 10 inches. By permission of Robin Ward Savage and 
Nanda Weedon Ward.
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Figure 8. Lynd Ward, print from Gods’ Man, 1929, wood 
engraving, 5 x 4 inches. By permission of Robin Ward 
Savage and Nanda Weedon Ward.

Figure 9. [bottom left] Lynd Ward, print from Gods’ Man, 
1929, wood engraving, 5 x 3 inches. By permission of Robin 
Ward Savage and Nanda Weedon Ward.

Figure 10. [bottom right] Lynd Ward, print from Gods’ Man, 
1929, wood engraving, 3 x 3 inches. By permission of Robin 
Ward Savage and Nanda Weedon Ward.





1 This article stems from a portion of my forthcoming dissertation, 
“‘Ambassadors of Good Will:’ MoMA’s Three Centuries of American 
Art in 1930s Europe and the United States” (May 2016). The research 
for this article was made possible through a generous fellowship from 
the Smithsonian American Art Museum as well as the support of my 
advisor, Patricia Hills, and the faculty and staff in the Department of 
the History of Art & Architecture at Boston University. 

2 World Fairs displayed only recently completed artworks that heralded 
the United States’ current stature rather than attempting to create a 
comprehensive history of American art. In addition to its display in 
Paris, the show traveled to London and six American museums and 
was invited to institutions such as the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, the 
Netherland-American Foundation in The Hague, and the American 
Academy in Rome before the outbreak of the Second World War 
ended the collaborations. 

3 When displaying vernacular art in Paris, Barr categorized twenty-five 
works as examples of folk and popular art yet extended his definition 
to include ceramics by Carl Walters, Henry Varnum Poor, and Russell 
Barnett Aitken as well as chromolithographs and a screen by Charles 
Prendergast.

4 Given the complexity embedded in the process of categorizing art-
works, the period terms of “folk” and “popular” as well as the current 
use of “vernacular” must be defined before inserting the artworks 
into these categories with the artistic and political motivations of the 
American and French curators, critics, and diplomats. To differentiate 
period references from current discussion the all-encompassing “ver-

nacular” applies to all forty-three works of art and incorporates both 
period categories. To Barr, American vernacular art could represent 
the cultural values of small communities or constitute a national ethos. 
Fundamentally, vernacular art, as an aesthetic style, did not align with 
a specific period; rather, it extended throughout the history of the 
United States. Despite the slippage of these terms, Barr’s “popular” 
underscored the object’s perceived ubiquitous quality and suffused 
it with rhetoric that promoted the emerging middle class art market 
as worthy of study. For instance, the widely distributed Currier & 
Ives prints, including American Forest Scene, Maple Sugaring (Figure 
2), functioned as examples of this category. In contrast, Barr aligned 
“folk” with assumed idiosyncratic, isolated artists whose names had 
often been lost to the art historical record thus permitting a type of 
cultural recovery as evidenced by Barr’s choice of Portrait of Henry 
Ward Beecher (Figure 3) for the show. Even within his own designa-
tions, Barr demonstrated the flexibility of his categories, for example, 
choosing to capstone the entrance to the vernacular art section with 
the label “Art Populaire” at the Musée du Jeu de Paume (Figure 1) 
thereby sublimating the folk category and connoting a decidedly 
political subtext to the French given the widespread circulation of 
the weekly politically left-leaning publication, Populaire. Alfred Barr, 
Jr., “Painting and Sculpture in the United States,” in Trois Siecles d’Art 
aux Etats-Unis; Exposition Organisee en Collaboration avec le Museum 
of Modern Art NY et Musée du Jeu de Paume Paris, 2nd ed., exhibition 
catalogue (Paris: Éditions des Musées Nationaux, 1938), 22-23.

5 Since MoMA President Conger Goodyear, as well as Barr, read French 
it seems surprising that they were wholly unaware of the implications 
of the title “Art Populaire” for a portion of their European audience. 

American Vernacular Art in 1938 Paris: Its Categorization and 
Reception at MoMA’s Three Centuries of American Art Exhibition

Caroline M. Riley

In May 1938, visitors walking through the Three Centuries 
of American Art exhibition at the Musée du Jeu de Paume 
in Paris would have encountered three rooms devoted to 
American vernacular art dating from the mid-eighteenth 
century to the 1930s (Figure 1).1 The newly established 
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) worked on the exhibition 
for eight years promoting their first show in Europe as an 
important foray for American art. Indeed, with works dating 
from the late seventeenth century through 1938, and with 
approximately 450 architectural models, drawings, films, 
paintings, photographs, prints, and sculptures, as well as 
forty-three vernacular artworks, this was the first compre-
hensive exhibition on the history of American art intended 
for both American and European audiences.2 

Art historical categories as epistemological models 
prove central to this discussion of the agency embedded 
in vernacular art, the implied meaning contained within its 
categorization, and the significance of its critical reception in 
France and the United States. Fundamental to the study of art 
history and its dissemination in museums, the construction 
of the category pushes the artwork from a phenomenologi-

cal relationship with the viewer into a conversation among 
objects whereby curators, viewers, and critics derive meaning 
from perceived similarities. Inserting artworks into catego-
ries involves the act of including and excluding artworks to 
form groupings, layering or removing interpretations, and, 
at times, minimizing the artist’s own definitions of his or her 
work in order to argue for the artwork’s political or cultural 
significance. Within the three rooms at the Musée du Jeu 
de Paume, located near the Louvre Museum in the Tuile-
ries Gardens, MoMA’s Director, Alfred Barr, Jr., displayed 
approximately forty-three artworks comprised of paintings, 
textiles, wooden sculptures, ceramics, and metalwork.3 
To extend the show’s influence in Europe and the United 
States, MoMA published a 200-page bilingual exhibition 
catalogue in which Barr drafted a history of “popular” and 
“folk” art that defined the overlapping categories and out-
lined his methodology.4 The folk and popular art categories 
in the 1938 exhibition addressed the needs and desires of 
Barr, MoMA, and more broadly citizens’ anxieties that still 
plagued France—a country recovering from the Great War 
and its ensuing financial and political collapse.5 The history 
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 The French already had a vested interest in the vernacular arts linking 
it to renewed nationalism after the Franco-Prussian War. For example, 
five museums promoting vernacular art collections located these 
views within French art. For more information, see Adam Jolles, The 
Curatorial Avant-Garde: Surrealism and Exhibition Practice in France, 
1925-1941 (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 
2013); and Steven Harris, Surrealist Art and Thought in the 1930s: 
Art, Politics, and the Psyche (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2004).

6 For additional period sources, see: Holger Cahill, New Horizons in 
American Art, exhibition catalogue (New York: The Museum of Modern 
Art, 1936); Holger Cahill, American Folk Art: The Art of the Common 
Man in America, 1750-1900, exhibition catalogue (New York: Museum 
of Modern Art, 1932); and Holger Cahill, “Folk Art: Its Place in the 
American Tradition,” Parnassus 4, no. 3 (March 1932): 1-4.

7 Villeboeuf wrote of the show, “Disillusion is an execrable dish, and 
I ask you to excuse me for serving it today as the main course. But 
if the duty of the free critic is to fight with bare hands, the occasion 
today is imperative. [Yet] we are not trying to disparage American art 
which is a child and which deserves to be loved and protected.” André 
Villeboeuf, Gringoire, 3 June 1938, untitled document of international 
press, “Three Centuries of American Art Corres. Etc.–Publicity,” Three 
Centuries of American Art, Curatorial Exhibition Files, Exh. #76a, The 
Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York. 

8 Romy Golan, Modernity and Nostalgia: Art and Politics in France 
Between the Wars (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995), 
139-150. For more information on post-war French art, see: Kenneth 
Silver, Chaos & Classicism: Art in France, Italy, and Germany, 1918-
1936, exhibition catalogue (New York: Guggenheim Museum, 2010); 
and Silver, Esprit de Corps: The Art of the Parisian Avant-garde and 
the First World War, 1914-1925 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1989).

9 Barr, “Painting and Sculpture in the United States,” 23.

10 In the catalogue, Barr divided vernacular artworks into male limners 
traveling to find clients; women working at home or at schools; and 
male amateurs from the “craftsman class.” He coupled these three 
categories with Currier & Ives and Britten & Rey chromolithographs 
and modern ceramics by artists such as Carl Walters, as confirmed by 
installation photographs. Ibid., 22-23.

11 Ibid., 23.

12 At the Newark Museum, Cahill had previously curated American 
Primitive Painting in 1930 and American Folk Sculpture in 1931. Wendy 
Jeffers, “Holger Cahill and American Art,” Archives of American Art 
Journal 31, no. 4 (1991): 7.

Barr crafted in the catalogue and in these three rooms en-
abled French critics to reflect on the debated categories of 
vernacular art in the United States, and its repercussions for 
their own culture and French artistic production.

American art scholar Holger Cahill, an early theorist for 
the field, argued that vernacular art derived from European 
models but, during the nineteenth century, became a purely 
American conception benefiting from a lack of continued 
European support.6 This conception of American art enabled 
art theorists to undercut the argument propagated by French 
scholars, such as André Villeboeuf in the popular literary 
and political weekly Gringoire, that American art was merely 
derivative of European styles.7 Further, the categorization 
permitted American art to be defined as an artistic practice 
in addition to its previous designation as evidence of local 
communities’ needs and a shared national ethos. Within this 
framework, the disparate vernacular artworks in Three Centu-
ries of American Art form an intellectual grouping that were 
given additional interpretative meaning in the process. The 
artworks, organized by Barr, were subsequently interpreted 
by at least nine French art critics writing for art journals, leftist-
political magazines, and general circulating newspapers. The 
critics extolled American vernacular art as a visual vocabulary 
in order to enact a form of cultural recovery in which France 
left the industrialized, urban environments for the safety of a 
pre-industrial peace. This rejection of a perceived destructive 
modernity led to works such as André Derain’s Le Chasse 
(Figure 4) and Balthus’s The Mountain (Figure 5) identified by 
art historian Romy Golan as representative of 1930s “classical 
regionalism.”8 These ideologically complex paintings pull the 
viewer from the city to the perceived safety of the country 
and resurrected a similar rejection of industrialization and 
rationality to that found in American vernacular art.

Categorization of American Vernacular Art
In his essay, “Painting and Sculpture in the United 

States,” written for the catalogue, Barr described American 
vernacular art as the bridge between early nineteenth-
century portraiture, by artists such as Samuel Morse, and 
early twentieth-century modernism, which Barr located in 
the work of the Ashcan School.9 The forty-three vernacular 
artworks displayed in Paris included eighteen portraits, land-
scapes, and genre paintings; fifteen sculptures of animals or 
figures; one textile; one mixed media object; seven Currier 
& Ives chromolithographs (Figure 2) and one Britten & Rey 
example. In fact, Barr extended the concept underpinning 
vernacular art through the nineteenth century up to 1938 
by aligning it with French works in order to argue for its 
continued relevance.10 For example, he compared American 
self-taught artist John Kane (Figure 6) to French contemporary 
artists André Bauchant and Camille Bombois and contended 
that Kane “approached the throne of [Henri] Rousseau.”11 
With this comparison, Barr subverted the category he had 
just defined as an exceptionalist practice choosing to under-
mine his theory in a strategic attempt to align American and 
French artistic cultures. 

The vernacular arts generated for the 1938 exhibition 
were an intersection of the visions of Barr, Cahill, MoMA co-
founder Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, and dealer Edith Halpert. 
For the 1938 exhibition, Barr drew his conception of ver-
nacular art from five previous exhibitions at MoMA and the 
Newark Museum—all of which Cahill had organized.12 Barr 
was most influenced by Cahill’s American Folk Art (1932), 
New Horizons in American Art (1936), and Masters of Popular 
Painting (1938), all shown at MoMA during the years the 
curators were planning Three Centuries of American Art. 
Indeed, at least ten of the forty-three objects in the French 
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13 In American Folk Art, Cahill declared vernacular art “is a varied art 
which is an honest and straightforward expression of the spirit of a 
people.” Cahill, American Folk Art, 2.

14 “The usual conception of an art of the people is that of peasant art. It 
seems to be our idea that the European peasant, when he comes to 
these shores, changes at once into the American laborer, the American 
artisan or the American farmer. From that no one would think of as-
sociating with him the idea of peasant expression.” Holger Cahill and 
Maximilien Gauthier, Masters of Popular Painting: Modern Primitives 
of Europe and America, exhibition catalogue (New York: The Museum 
of Modern Art, 1938), 95.

15 Ibid., 97.

16 Cahill’s insistence that the artist should intersect with “his social en-
vironment” is unsurprising given Cahill’s work at MoMA and for the 
Federal Government. Cahill, Acting Director of MoMA from 1932-
1933 when the curators conceived of Three Centuries of American Art, 
became National Director of the WPA’s Federal Art Project in 1935, 

remaining in that role until 1943. Cahill, New Horizons in American 
Art, 12; and Jeffers, “Holger Cahill and American Art,” 2-11. 

17 Previously, in 1931, Rockefeller had hired Cahill to assemble this 
same collection thus underscoring the multiple eyes that formed and 
ultimately promoted her vision at MoMA. Elizabeth Stillinger, A Kind 
of Archeology: Collecting Folk Art in America, 1876-1976 (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2011), 242.

18 Scholars have asserted that French artists rejected modernism and its 
associated technologies in favor of regionalism interpreting France as a 
victimized and, consequently, feminized state.  Its perceived feminine 
qualities thus explained to the French the country’s enormous losses 
during and after the Great War. Golan, Modernity and Nostalgia, 139-
150.

19 The Wildenstein Gallery also hosted a portion of the exhibition in 
London after it closed in Paris. 

20 Raymond Cogniat, Gazette des Beaux-Arts, 27 May 1938, untitled

exhibition had previously appeared in the show American 
Folk Art. Cahill in describing vernacular art’s significance 
advocated for both its artistic exceptionalism and its rejec-
tion of industrialization.13 In Masters of Popular Painting, 
he promoted a form of “peasant expression” as integral to 
understanding vernacular artists from both France and the 
United States, thereby suggesting pre-industrial labor as the 
model from which these artists drew inspiration.14 In fact, 
he supported his argument by postulating that these artists 
represented “the survival of tastes and traditions which, as 
Fernand Léger has pointed out, ‘go back to the work of primi-
tive and popular artists preceding the Renaissance.’”15 Yet, 
while he argued that both French and American vernacular 
art developed from the same impetus, even quoting famed 
French painter Léger as support, Cahill asserted neverthe-
less that the vernacular style manifested itself through artists’ 
hands in different, purely nationalistic, ways. From Cahill’s 
text in New Horizons in American Art, Barr argued for ver-
nacular art’s inclusion in the definition of art promoted by 
MoMA.16 Indeed, the categories of the modern and the 
popular, though not mutually exclusive at MoMA, were the 
reason for a contested debate among curators, administra-
tors, and trustees arguing for the intellectual center of the 
museum, one in which the modern, in its amorphous defini-
tion, ultimately ascended. 

In addition to drawing on Cahill’s curatorial vision, Barr 
requested loans from significant vernacular art collections, 
consequently supporting each owner’s collecting methodol-
ogy and thus extending his or her influence on the art market. 
Abby Aldrich Rockefeller had a large art collection and lent 
twelve vernacular artworks making her the largest donor to 
the section.17 Another eight works came from the American 
Folk Art Gallery that Cahill and the influential dealer Edith 
Halpert had founded in 1929. Halpert, at times, promoted a 
form of folk modernism at her renowned Downtown Gallery 
and chose to loan an additional two works to the vernacular 
art section. Thus, while Barr wrote the history of American 
art for the Three Centuries of American Art catalogue, he 
drew on the scholarship Cahill had produced, collections 

Cahill, Halpert, and Rockefeller had formed, and exhibi-
tions curated by Cahill at MoMA and the Newark Museum. 

French Response to American Vernacular Art 
The Great War, and the ensuing political and economic 

unrest, contextualize the French reception of Three Centu-
ries of American Art. Reviews of the exhibition compare the 
motivations of each publication’s editors and writers with 
those of Barr, and indirectly those of Cahill, Rockefeller, and 
Halpert, as well as the hopes and expectations of diplomats 
representing the French and American governments. Nine 
French art critics specifically pointed to vernacular art as be-
ing representative of the best of American art. Furthermore, 
Three Centuries of American Art, and its reception, conflates 
1930s French art with the French interpretation of American 
art.18 To French critics, American art served as an agent of 
cultural nationalism and as an extension of French visual 
culture. To the French, the exhibition, especially in its discus-
sions of vernacular art, reaffirmed their country’s national 
feeling of nostalgia embedded in the work of many French 
artists (e.g. Figures 4 and 5). Due to their subject matter, 
these artworks defined France not in terms of industrialized 
cities—but instead espoused a renewed emphasis on all 
French regions by emphasizing their regionally distinctive, 
yet completely “French,” style. This reconciliation of the 
local and the nation is similar to the definition ascribed to 
American vernacular artworks by Barr.

Examining three of the nine reviews for Three Centuries 
of American Art underscores the implications of American 
vernacular art on French culture. Established in 1859 and 
edited by famed art dealer Georges Wildenstein, the Gazette 
des Beaux-Arts was an influential art review.19 Raymond Cog-
niat, in the May 1938 issue, concluded, “For an authentic 
origin of American sculpture, one must search in the popular 
art” supporting his assertion by citing a cast-iron horse weath-
ervane; the wooden Henry Ward Beecher sculpture (Figure 
3); William Edmondson’s sculpture Mary and Martha (Figure 
7); and John Smith’s sculpture Tough Boy.20 In his review, 
Cogniat unconsciously conflated the artists’ chronologies in 
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 document of international press, “Three Centuries of American Art 
Corres. Etc. –Publicity,” Three Centuries of American Art, CUR, Exh. 
#76a, MoMA Archives, NY.

21 Ibid.

22 R. T., Journal de Rouen, 27 May 1938, untitled document of interna-
tional press, “Three Centuries of American Art Corres. Etc.–Publicity,” 
Three Centuries of American Art, CUR, Exh. #76a, MoMA Archives, NY.

23 Ibid.

24 Ibid.

25 David Fisher, Romain Rolland and the Politics of Intellectual Engage-
ment (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 225.

26 Maximilien Gauthier, “Art in the United States,” Marianne, 8 June 
1938, untitled document of international press, “Three Centuries of 
American Art Corres. Etc.–Publicity,” Three Centuries of American Art, 
CUR, Exh. #76a, MoMA Archives, NY.

27 Lawrence D. Kritzman, Brian J. Reilly, and M B. DeBevoise, The 
Columbia History of Twentieth-Century French Thought (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2006), 728.

28 Cahill and Gauthier, Masters of Popular Painting, 18-19, 21.

29 Gauthier, “Art in the United States,” [unnumbered MoMA archive]. 

30 Ibid. 

order to draw aesthetic similarities, and, at the same time, 
he attempted to locate the origin of American sculpture in 
the work of vernacular artists. Specifically, he interpreted 
Edmondson’s 1930s stone sculpture of two girls and Smith’s 
1931 wooden sculpture as having been created at the turn 
of the nineteenth century.21 Cogniat wrote of his pleasure 
upon seeing Edward Hicks’s work (Figure 8) and the Currier 
& Ives lithographs (Figure 2) thereby merging the distinct 
folk and popular categories into a cohesive and overlap-
ping history for the French reading public. Barr would have 
likely welcomed this interpretation since he promoted the 
vernacular as an aesthetic style and a regional movement 
without a specific time frame.

In the regional daily newspaper Journal du Rouen, the 
writer R.T. revealed, “The revelation of the exhibition is the 
section on popular painting…[paintings that] show a happy 
soul.”22 To prove his or her point, the critic cited four paint-
ings, including Baby in Red High Chair (Figure 9), which 
expressed “a sort of sacred emotion” and were “full of emo-
tion.”23 Further, embedded in the weather vanes (Figure 10) 
the critic saw “a supreme synthesis” suggesting a melding 
of the modern and the vernacular.24 The critic’s decision to 
twice draw on emotion as a means to describe his or her 
response to the works confirms a non-intellectual means of 
understanding the impact of art and was a fairly common 
method of interpreting vernacular art in the period. What 
makes it significant to this discussion is that these forms of 
emotional response to American vernacular works liberated 
the French mind from Cartesian rationalism and French 
skepticism.25 Thus, this declaration of emotion should be 
aligned with Cahill and Léger’s earlier citing of these artists 
as developing from “peasants,” who rejected Renaissance 
humanism.

In June 1938 in the politically motivated Marianne, art 
critic Maximilien Gauthier published his review of the show 
espousing an “instinctual” American art embedded in the 
vernacular forms.26 With a circulation of 60,000 by the mid-
1930s, Marianne was well-known in Paris for its politically 
leftist views and audience of intellectuals.27 Gauthier, who 
specialized in French vernacular art as well as eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century painters, wrote the introduction 
on French vernacular artists for Cahill’s catalogue that ac-
companied his 1938 show Masters of Popular Painting at 
MoMA. Gauthier advocated for a similar construction of 
the vernacular art category, asserting that the works were 
“timeless and” the “inevitable” result as artists, beginning 
with the Romantics, became disinterested in the “Italianate 
academicism,” likely referring to the type of training embed-
ded in France’s École des Beaux-Arts, and the “super-algebra” 
underscoring the works of abstract artists.28 

In his review, Gauthier evoked the image of a tree as a 
means to categorize American vernacular artists, a tree that 
had, and continued to produce, distinctively American art 
while still benefiting from, though no longer beholden to, 
European art. He contended, “What one sees here is the 
national branch of a tree whose roots are all international.”29 
He argued that “We continue to feel at the base of American 
art the presence of Europe…[but] elements taking on a local 
color deriving from a totally foreign [i.e. American] culture.”30 
While Cahill dissociated American vernacular from Europe, 
Gauthier insisted on an international framework from which 
the United States had benefited. Given the chaos of the pe-
riod, it is unsurprising that an art critic wanted to graft French 
influence onto the American vernacular. Indeed, by arguing 
for French influence over American artworks, Gauthier ad-
vocated a form of cultural recovery in which French artists 
supported an American pre-industrial art and, in turn, could 
do the same for themselves in classical regionalist works such 
as those by Derain and Balthus (Figures 4 and 5). 

In conclusion, the forty-three vernacular works in Three 
Centuries of American Art confirm how the meaning of 
an American object changes as it is defined in art histori-
cal terms, bound to a category to which the artist did not 
necessary subscribe, and subsequently subjected to French 
and American critical reception. By relabeling genres and 
creating a new periodization, Three Centuries of American 
Art provided Americans and the French with an opportunity 
to redefine themselves and their views within a changing 
global environment.

Boston University
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Figure 1. Unknown photographer, Three Centuries of American Art (installation photograph), 1938, albumen photograph, approximately 3 x 5 inches. 
The Modern Museum of Art Archive.

Figure 2. [above] Nathaniel Currier, American Forest Scene, Maple Sugaring, 
1855, lithograph, image: 47.2 x 68.2 cm (18 9/16 x 26 7/8 inches); sheet: 63 
x 83 cm (24 13/16 x 32 11/16 inches). Mabel Brady Garvan Collection, Yale 
University. 1946.9.1396.

Figure 3. [right] The Preacher (Portrait of Henry Ward Beecher), c. 1870, origin: 
Indiana (possibly), butternut and white pine, overall: 21 x 7 1/2 x 7 ¼ inches. 
From the Collection of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller. Gift of David Rockefeller, Wal-
lace Dewitt Gallery, Colonial Williamsburg Collection. Acc. No. 1931.701.5.
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Figure 4. André Derain (1880 - 1954), La Chasse, 1938-1944, 
huile sur papier marouflé sur toile, 274 x 479 cm. Don Alice 
Derain et Aimé Maeght, 1962, Centre Pompidou. AM 4055 P. 
©2015 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP Paris.

Figure 5. Balthus (Balthasar Klossowski), The Mountain, 1936-37, 
oil on canvas, 98 x 144 inches (248.9 x 365.8 cm). Purchase, 
Gifts of Mr. and Mrs. Nate B. Spingold and Nathan Cummings, 
Rogers Fund, and The Alfred N. Punnett Endowment Fund, by 
exchange, and Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 1982, The Metro-
politan Museum of Art. 1982.530.

Figure 6. [left] John Kane, Self-Portrait, 1929, oil on canvas over composition board, 
36 1/8 x 27 1/8 inches (91.8 x 68.9 cm). Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Fund, Museum 
of Modern Art. 6.1939.

Figure 7. [below] William Edmondson, Mary and Martha, c. 1930-1931, limestone, 
14 x 16 7/8 x 6 7/8 inches (35.4 x 42.7 x 17.3 cm). Hirshhorn Museum and Sculp-
ture Garden, Smithsonian Institution. Gift of Joseph H. Hirshhorn, 1972. Photo 
credit: Mysti Scott.
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Figure 8. Attributed to Edward Hicks, 
The Residence of David Twining, 1845-
1847, Bucks County, Pennsylvania, oil 
on canvas, unframed: 26 1/2 x 31 9/16 
inches (67.3 x 80.2 cm) and framed: 32 
x 37 x 1 ½ inches. From the Collection 
of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller. Gift of Da-
vid Rockefeller, Wallace Dewitt Gallery, 
Colonial Williamsburg Collection. Acc. 
No. 1933.101.1.

Figure 9. [below, left] Anonymous, Baby 
in Red High Chair, 1810-1830 (possibly), 
Pennsylvania (possibly), oil on canvas, 
unframed: 22 x 15 inches and framed: 
24 1/4 x 17 ½ inches. From the Collection 
of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller. Gift of Da-
vid Rockefeller, Wallace Dewitt Gallery, 
Colonial Williamsburg Collection. Acc. 
No. 1931.100.1.

Figure 10. [below, right] Weather Vane: 
Rooster, 1875-1890, possibly by Roches-
ter Iron Works, New Hampshire, Roches-
ter (possibly), cast and sheet iron, 22 7/8 x 
24 1/2 x 4 ¼ inches. From the Collection 
of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller. Gift of the 
Museum of Modern Art, Wallace Dewitt 
Gallery, Colonial Williamsburg Collection. 
Acc. No. 1931.800.8.





1 Estonia was the first country, in the Soviet Union, where Hyperrealism 
and Photorealism developed in a more coherent way, and works were 
allowed to be publicly displayed by Soviet authorities.

2 As a matter of fact, during the 1970s and 1980s, northern Estonia 
received television signals from Finnish television whose broadcasts 
became more popular than the Soviet-Estonian shows. 

3 The Estonian critic Enn Põldross extended the appraisal to Estonian Hy-
perrealist artists as well. He pointed out their lack of professionalism as 
well as their insecurity about interpreting the style’s philosophy. Enn Põl-
dross, “Noortenäitusest ajendatuna,” Sirp ja Vasar, 21 November 1975.

4 In the catalogue of the exhibition Lapin affirmed that “In 1970s to-
gether with the emergence of super realism which partly overlapped 
with socialist realism, several young artists, having combined these 
two, found themselves all of a sudden treated as both “modern” and 
“official.” It was at the period of Harku 1975 show when the split 
between the “depictive” artists—those actually compromising with the 
official art—and “nondepictive” artists—i.e. those following the hard 
way of avant-garde—began to emerge.” Leonhard Lapin, “Twenty 
Years Later,” in Harku 1975-1995 (Tallinn: As Pakett, 1995), 62.

5 Ibid. 

The Representation of Soviet Urbanscape as Alienation and 
Loneliness in Estonian Hyperrealist Paintings of the 1970s

Cristina Morandi

The first experiments in Hyperrealism took place in Estonia in 
the second half of the 1970s by artists such as Ando Keskküla, 
Lemming Nagel, Heitti Polli, Urmas Pedanik, Tõnu Virve and 
Jaan Elken.1 These artists engaged the urban environment, 
both interiors and the cityscape, in a figurative style that 
was both understandable to local viewers and recognizable 
at the level of everyday life, in order to represent the actual 
conditions of the society in which they were living. 

In the painting Good Night (Figure 1), for example, Lem-
ming Nagel depicts the interior of a house, focusing almost 
exclusively on a television and an open window. Although 
at first they could appear to be odd subjects for an artwork, 
the hidden meaning of the painting is revealed by the jux-
taposition of the two objects. Here the artist probably refers 
to the important role which television took in the Estonian 
citizen’s everyday life, by establishing a connection with 
their northern neighbor Finland.2 The Scandinavian country 
became a metaphorical window to the outside world not 
influenced by the Soviet propaganda. 

However, even at the beginning of the movement, the 
Hyperrealist works raised some negative criticism. Most 
contemporary Soviet art historians believed that the tech-
nique displayed nothing more than a bland transference of 
a photo to a painting.3

The negation of Hyperrealism’s creative contribution 
to the artistic scene characterized not only the critics’ as-
sessment, but also the nonconformist artists’ response. Ac-
cording to the Estonian artist and architect Leonhard Lapin, 
a well established figure in the unofficial scene, the return 
to a “depictive” style by Hyperrealism was the ultimate ca-
pitulation to the totalitarian system embodied by Socialist 
Realism. Hyperrealism betrayed the avant-garde’s ideals of 
identity and freedom by compromising with the official style 
approved by Soviet authorities.

The basis for this harsh criticism from the nonconformist 
art community could be ascribed to the semi-official exhibi-
tion Harku ’75 Objects, Concepts4 that was held in the town 
of Harku, in Estonia, as part of an official occasion on which 
young artists were to meet with members of Soviet scientific 
institutions. The exhibition, which lasted one week, provoked 
stimulated exchanges and discussion between the public 
and artists; during the event, one hundred-fifty participants 
introduced to their audience the most influential develop-
ments in Estonian alternative art since the 1960s such as 
kinetic pop sculptures, large-scale installations, concrete 
poetry and geometric abstract works.

At the symposium organized at the end of the event, Le-
onhard Lapin underlined a significant issue for the art of the 
time: the need for artists to engage with the new industrially-
manufactured environment and the technological progress 
that the country was experiencing.5 

As a matter of fact, the Soviet Union has always placed 
great emphasis on science and technology as essential ele-
ments for the overall economic expansion of the country. 
In the 1960s, the production of consumer goods was priori-
tized, specifically household goods and electronic devices, 
such as refrigerators and washing machines, which would 
decrease the intensity of housework. These new appliances 
began their gradual entrance into the market, changing the 
living standards of Soviet citizens. In the same decade, ur-
ban development was dominated by an extensive program 
of construction of new apartment buildings all around the 
Soviet Union. The raising of new neighborhoods, extending 
the housing capacity of cities, required a large-scale urban 
planning effort. New development took place on the outskirts 
of the urban areas, forcing the incorporation of suburbs or 
undeveloped land into the preexisting urban structure. This 
had a significant impact both on the citizens’ social life and 
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the artist’s belief in documenting the environment, or intervening 
in it directly through design. Jaan Elken completed his studies at the 
Estonian State Art Institute in 1977 in architecture. He then worked 
for two years as an architect at the Tallinn Head Office of Architecture 
and Planning.

8 Ando Keskküla is considered the artist who introduced Hyperrealism 
in Estonia and one of the first to employ airbrush in the creation of 
his paintings.

6 An increasing desire for privacy, along with the impossibility of being part 
of the State Artist Union, drove the unofficial artists to organize exhibi-
tions in private apartments within their small circles of friends, where 
they tried to keep the debate alive on the state of contemporary art.

7 Ando Keskküla graduated as a designer and architect from the industrial 
art department at Tallinn University in 1973. However, in the second 
half of the ‘60s, Keskküla’s association with Estonian Pop Art, which 
included artists like Leonhard Lapin and Andres Tolts, influenced 

on the city’s public space: the emergence of monotonous, 
giant, high-rise communal housing in the suburbs contributed 
to the establishment of different mono-functional zones dis-
connected from each other, that increased the ghettoization 
of working class citizens.

 Lapin’s speech at Harku ‘75 that advocated for an active 
role of the artist in transforming society raises two important 
questions: what was the position of the artistic community 
toward the development of the contemporary society, and 
why did Lapin attack the Hyperrealist works with such 
vehemence? The historical and political context in which 
Lapin’s generation of artists was raised has a significant role 
in answering them.

In the 1940s the Red Army took over the Baltic govern-
ments of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania and declared them 
official members of the Soviet Union. A process of Sovietiza-
tion accompanied the Baltic States’ incorporation as Soviet 
republics, which included the prohibition of using national 
flags and symbols, the silencing of political opposition, and 
the adoption of Russian as the official language.

A significant aspect of this process involved the control 
and re-organization of the social and intellectual spheres of 
these countries. All local artists’ associations were eliminated 
and replaced by the centralized system of Soviet artistic 
unions. The art production was placed in the service of the 
Communist party, and Socialist Realism became the official 
style. Local artists were pressured to create only works that 
presented a glorified image of Soviet life, featuring idealized 
representations of workers (Figure 2), peasants and Commu-
nist party leaders. Attempts to assert creative independence 
were met with severe punishment such as prison sentences, 
exile or execution.

Following Stalin’s death, in 1953, a period now known as 
the Thaw commenced, and his successor Nikita Khrushchev 
allowed for the relaxation of the Party structures and the 
restoration of some personal liberties. Artists could eventu-
ally focus, both in Russia and in the Baltic countries, on the 
exploration of previously forbidden modernist styles and 
movements, publicly displaying their abstract, expressionist, 
surrealist and conceptual works. 

In the first half of the 1960s the renewed restrictions 
imposed by the State under Leonid Brezhnev’s administra-
tion led to a clear separation between the official culture and 
the nonconformist movements that opposed it. Artists went 
back to the private sphere,6 embracing artistic autonomy 
detached from the current political and social situation. The 

artist’s inner life came to stand for what each individual con-
sidered was the true reality, an approach to the surrounding 
world which was separated from the manipulative ideological 
language of the official Socialist Realism (Figure 3).

By advocating an active role for the artist in society, 
Lapin was clearly urging artists to move from the margins 
of unofficial artistic production to the center of the Soviet 
public sphere. Lapin’s statements also called for artists to 
imagine new alternatives to impact the urban environment 
that was ruled by inflexible building regulations, Soviet mass 
constructions, and dictated by the Central Committee based 
in Moscow. In this context, he identified architecture and 
design as the most suitable disciplines to fulfill this goal. His 
speech had an impact on artists like Ando Keskküla and Jaan 
Elken who both had training in architecture and design be-
fore turning to painting.7 Architecture remained the subject 
of their works, a language through which they interpreted the 
contemporary social and political situation and developed 
their own personal criticism of it.

 In fact, in the 1960s Nikita Khrushchev’s policies 
“solved” the housing shortage for the State by building 
as many urban units as quickly and cheaply as possible. 
Quality was to be sacrificed for quantity to deal with the 
growing population and the relocation of family units. The 
new housing revealed construction defects, cracks in the 
walls, unfinished façades and drainage problems. This real-
ity would become the subject of Ando Keskküla8 and Jaan 
Elken’s works in the second half of the 1970s. They focused 
primarily on anonymous buildings in the residential area of 
Tallinn, Estonia’s capital. Keskküla’s painting Building (Figure 
4), representing a series of decrepit walls in an empty interior 
and a neon light laying against the wall to indicate the lack 
of electricity and the state of abandonment of the edifice, 
clearly displays these poor living conditions.

Moreover, by elevating the segments of the urbanscape 
as exclusive subjects of the artistic discourse, both Keskküla 
and Elken transformed them in the allegory of an existential 
condition of loneliness and abandonment.

The exhibition Harku ’75 constituted a distinctive mo-
ment for the unofficial art of the period, bringing to the 
surface the recurrent polemic on the critical efficacy of 
Realism as a strategy of resistance to official norms. In fact, 
although the Hyperrealist artists exposed the duplicity of the 
alleged wealth of Soviet society and its oppressive system, 
their works attracted some criticism from the nonconformist 
scene of the period which condemned their supposed affin-
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at the hands of Soviet authority, both in the press and in official art.” 
Jeremy Canwell, “Modern Translation: Estonian Art From the National 
Awakening to the Brezhnev Stagnation” (PhD diss., Rutgers, The State 
University of New Jersey, 2012), 197.

11 Kädi Talvoja, “Eesti Hüperrealism—Kompromisside Kunst” (bachelor’s 
thesis, Estonian Academy of Arts, 2001), 51. 

12 Elken stated in his biography that “the environment was defined by 
countless of individual objects and street signs specific to the era. A 
traffic sign on the wall of a building had a preferential position com-

9 According to Anu Liivak, Keskküla’s object “is not only the effect of 
estrangement coming into being when depicting in painting with 
exact preciseness the photographic image, but also his own attitude 
toward the motive. The latter is attractive for the artist as real although 
dinaesthetic in the traditional sense, and a structure providing inter-
esting possibilities for artistic interpretation.” Anu Liivak, “Let’s stay 
Estonians, let’s become European” in Myth and Abstraction. Actual 
Art from Estonia, ed. G. Braun (Estonia: Karlsruhe, 1992), 42.

10 According to Jeremy Canwell, here Keskküla is “challenging the con-
cept of neutrality which was imbedded in photographic reproduction 

ity with Socialist Realism. The return to a figurative style was 
viewed as a compromise in order to satisfy both the Soviet 
authorities’ dictates and popular tastes. 

The difference between the nonconformist artists of 
the period and Keskküla and Elken is based on the fact that 
the nonconformists’ idea of reengaging with the urban en-
vironment through a new art actually embodied a utopian 
representation of the city’s architecture rather than offering 
practical solutions. Meanwhile both Keskküla and Elken 
created a powerful critique of Soviet authority precisely by 
representing figuratively the “anti-humanity” of the Soviet 
urban environment. Through this strategy the two artists 
were able to subvert the predominant Soviet rhetoric and 
diminish Socialist Realism’s credibility as an objective por-
trayal of reality.

Keskküla and Elken’s semiotic approach to architecture 
should be attributed to the influence of the Russian philoso-
pher Juri Lotman and his school, the Tartu-Moscow School of 
Semiotics, which was founded in 1964 in the town of Tartu, 
in Estonia. According to Lotman’s theory, semiotics should be 
understood as the extension of linguistic methods to objects, 
which are not included in traditional linguistics. Rather than 
define “culture” only according to the specialized discipline 
of linguistics, he conceived the study of culture as a total field. 
This method also allowed a productive understanding of the 
use of different languages of culture, including architecture. 
As a matter of fact, the Sovietization of Tallinn’s urbanscape 
is seen by both Keskküla and Elken as a complex text that 
must be interpreted in order to unveil the political and social 
influence that it has on collective consciousness and memory.

Through an objective and rational representation of the 
urbanscape and its interiors Keskküla developed a personal 
critique toward the alienation the Soviet environment gener-
ates in the Estonian inhabitants.9 In the painting Evening (Fig-
ure 5), for example, the insulating foam squeezed between 
the wall blocks symbolizes the visual discrepancy between 
the new Soviet architecture imposed in the 1960s and the 
preexistent Estonian urbanscape. It is possible that here Kes-
kküla is alluding to the residential districts of Mustamäe and 
Lasnamäe built in 1962 and 1973. These faceless residential 
complexes, radically different from the historical buildings in 
the center of Tallinn, became the emblem in the 1970s of 
the negative impact of the imposed new Soviet mass housing 
on the city’s historical identity. 

The detritus gathered against the central wall refers to the 
poor and cheap material employed during the construction 

of the Soviet housing. The fact that the detritus covers the 
ground almost completely could allude to the filling out of 
Soviet apartments with consumer goods, whose production 
was massively increased in the 1960s.

Realistic shadows, giving the impression of wall sections, 
frame the composition and at the same time convey the il-
lusion to the viewer of peering into the room. The apparent 
coherent materiality of the scene is broken by a pair of black 
squares on the windows facing outside. The opposition be-
tween the black squares and the slippage of trees in the dual 
landscape symbolically refers to the architectonically aggres-
sive imposition of the Soviet man-made environment on the 
Estonian untouched countryside. Lastly, the total absence of 
any human being in the apartment, along with the repetitive 
sequence of the room, reinforces the idea of abandonment 
and loneliness that pervaded the monotonous buildings of 
Lasnamäe and Mustamäe and their inhabitants. With Evening 
Keskküla is able to convey through the representation of an 
anonymous house interior an ensemble of signs that once 
decoded unveil hidden meanings referring to an existential 
condition. Furthermore, the composition of the painting and 
the double identical point of view of the space suggest to the 
viewer the idea that the scene represented is not just a copy 
of reality but also a reality constructed by the artist himself.10

Jaan Elken’s perspective moves from the interior of Soviet 
housing to the working class districts of Tallinn. In the paint-
ing Väike-Õismäe (Figure 6), the artist shows the alienation 
of such an urbanscape by depicting a gloomy and deserted 
bus stop in the district of Haabersti, with its monotonous 
buildings dominating the background. The sense of desola-
tion that pervades the painting is reinforced by the use of 
cold and pure colors, and by the upside down glasses on the 
lower right side, which while being the only trace of human 
presence also emphasize the abandonment of the scene. 

Characteristic of Elken’s style is the insertion of his 
subjectivity and personal experience in his works. As Kädi 
Talvoja pointed out, “He does observe the contemporary city 
with an indifferent photographic eye, but leaves his mark—
“I was here.”11 The artist’s subjectivity is expressed through 
the painterly brushwork and the insertion of abstract areas 
of color in the otherwise nearly photographic image. As a 
matter of fact, Elken´s compositions are based on photos, 
taken by the artist himself, of city streets, buildings and pro-
hibition signs, which were part of his everyday experience.12 

Elken’s work In the Kalinin District (Figure 7) is charged 
with hidden mordant implications and poignant emotional 
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“Identity: Painter,” in Jaan Elken, ed. Jaan Elken, exhibition catalogue 
(Tallinn: Eesti Kultuurkapital, 2011), 105.

 pared to the interplay of windows and doors. Architecture (…) here 
attracts the detritus of lives, the time and memories.” Harry Liivrand, 

associations. A close up image of the sign of the Kopli Hotel, 
with its Russian translation, is combined together with the 
image of a derelict façade. The peeling paint and the provi-
sional electrical wiring alongside of the pretentious bilingual 
light box sign become the symbol of the sense of alienation 
generated on a daily basis on the Estonian-speaking popula-
tion by the Russification of the city’s street signs. 

A street sign is also the center of the work On the 
Corner of Koidula and Leineri Street (Figure 8). Here Elken’s 
photorealist approach is combined with highly tactile brush 
strokes, which evokes in the viewer a sense of decay and 
misery typical of Soviet working class districts. Further, pair-
ing a collapsing Soviet building along with an intact street 
sign named after the national poetess, Lidia Koidula, and the 
street named after Leiner, an Estonian revolutionary, allows 
Elken to reclaim the active opposition of the Estonian cultural 
sphere toward Soviet occupation. 

In conclusion, it is possible to affirm that Estonian Hyper-
realism was not in collusion with Socialist Realism. On the 
contrary, it demonstrated that there is a new perspective to 
approach the concept of Realism in the Soviet Union. By 
going back to a figurative style, Hyperrealist artists like Ando 
Keskküla and Jaan Elken challenged the Socialist Realist view 
of the world. They exposed the other side of the Soviet 
“modernized and industrialized environment,” showing 
the city of Tallinn under Soviet occupation as a place of 
abandonment, loneliness, inhumanity and solitude. By sub-
verting the predominant Soviet rhetoric but still remaining 
committed to a figurative style, these artists also contributed 
to problematizing the discourse on the perception of reality 
and the credibility of Realism as a representational method 
in the Soviet Union. 

Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey

Figure 1. Lemming Nagel, Good Night, 1977, oil on canvas, 100 x 125 cm. Tallinn Art Hall Foundation, Estonia. © 2015 Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York / EAU, Tallinn.
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Figure 2. Mikhail 
Alekseevich Kostin, 
In the Stalin Factory, 
1949, oil on can-
vas, 52 x 68 inches 
(132.08 x 172.72 
cm). Springville Mu-
seum of Art. Gift of 
Jerald H. Jacobs.

Figure 3. [above left] Vladimir Nemukhin (Russian, b. 1925), Composition, 1961, oil on canvas, 157 x 107.5 cm (61 13/16 x 42 5/16 inches). Collec-
tion Zimmerli Art Museum at Rutgers University, Norton and Nancy Dodge Collection of Nonconformist Art from the Soviet Union, 1992.0548/07849. 
Photo credit: Jack Abraham.  

Figure 4. [above right] Ando Keskküla, Building, 1976, oil on canvas, 130 x 130 cm. Tallinn Art Hall Foundation, Estonia.
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Figure 6. Jaan Elken, Väike-Õismäe, 1981, oil on canvas, 114 x 146 cm. Tallinn Art Hall Foundation, Estonia. © 2015 
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / EAU, Tallinn.

Figure 5. Ando Keskküla, Evening, 1975, oil on canvas. Art Museum of Estonia, Tallinn.
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Figure 7. Jaan Elken, In the Kalinin District, 1978, oil on canvas, 114 X 146 cm. Art Museum of Estonia, Tallinn. © 2015 Artists 
Rights Society (ARS), New York / EAU, Tallinn.

Figure 8. Jaan Elken, On the Corner of Koidula and Leineri Street, 1978, oil on canvas, 100 x 145 cm. Private collection, Estonia. 
© 2015 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / EAU, Tallinn.
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