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Fig. 112 Théodore Géricault, The Blacksmith’s Signboard, 1814. Oil on wood, 49% X 41”. Kunsthaus, Zurich.
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Against a Mediterranean setting that translates Poussin’s
vistas of a Greco-Roman countryside into the more
common language of starkly simple rural architecture, we
see a passionate struggle between man and beast. The
stockyard is of an almost Neoclassic severity, defined by a
rectilinear fence and cylindrical posts like column bases;
but within these rational confines, an outbreak of animal
energies erupts with volcanic violence. A nude man tries to
separate a biting dog from a bull that has gotten out of line;
another figure, half-draped, seizes a rearing bull by a horn;
and still another figure, in colorful peasant costume, tries to
control a bull which seems to be mounting another bull.
But throughout, a rigorous structural discipline is imposed.
With Davidian clarity, both figures and animals are pruned
to essentials, their forces of rebellion and repression tautly
locked in place. Similarly, the inclusion of nude and near-
nude figures contributes to the evocation of a world that
appears to have inherited the ideal language of a timeless
classical tradition. Yet this lucid environment is now threat-
ened by such irrational, brutal emotions that the equilib-
rium is feverishly strained. Before such a painting, it is
difficult to avoid speculating on the degree to which Géri-
cault’s tormented amorous biography is reflected in these

raging but straitjacketed emotions; but his genius as an
artist assures that these personal projections are trans-
formed into a language public enough to convey almost a
new universal myth about the struggle between order and
chaos, human reason and animal fury. Like Picasso, who
would also use such richly evocative motifs as bull and
minotaur, Géricault creates a symbolic narrative of human
versus animal passions rich enough to rejuvenate the
myths and legends of the past.

It is this capacity of reshaping a contemporary experi-
ence into an epic metaphor that helps to explain the enor-
mous achievement of Géricault’s most ambitious painting,
The Raft of the Medusa (fig. 114). To be sure, many artists
from West and Copley to David and Goya had already
painted newsworthy events in the language of heroic
tragedy, but the story here was of a different kind, one of
scandal and horror rather than patriotic sacrifice. On July
2, 1816, a French frigate, the Medusa, carrying soldiers and
settlers to the colony of Senegal, was wrecked on a reef off
the African coast. The six lifeboats were inadequate to hold
all the passengers, and three days later, one hundred and
fifty people, including a woman, were left behind, forced to
face a grim destiny on a jerry-built wooden raft. Two of the

Fig. 114 Théodore Géricault, The Raft of the Medusa, Salon of 1819. Qil on canvas, 16’ 1" X 23’ &". Louvre, Paris.
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macabre quartet of corpses and then continues in a com-
munal rush of hope that reaches its apex in the African
who vigorously signals the distant ship with a windswept
cloth and who inevitably evokes a burning contemporary
issue that Géricault, in fact, had contemplated as the
subject of a painting: the slave trade, officially outlawed in
France in 1815, but nevertheless continued in a clandes-
tine manner. Yet this academic language of ideal order is
constantly subverted by the horror of the subject, which
explores the most irrational depths of human experience,
and turns inside out its noble prototypes in history paint-
ing. Thus, the group of an aged mourner numbly contem-
plating the nude corpse of a youth echoes ironically the
martyrdom of military heroes or of the Pieta itself, and even
alludes to the well-known accounts of cannibalism aboard
the raft, since the grouping recalls illustrations to Dante’s
gruesome ftale of the starving, imprisoned Count Ugolino,
whose sons offer him their own flesh. Like Copley’s Watson
and the Shark (see fig. 4), The Raft of the Medusa phrases a
contemporary event in the language of tradition; but the
eccentric drama of the earlier cliff-hanger is here aggran-
dized to epic dimensions that translate the monumental
gloom of the Deluge and the Last Judgment into a secular-
ized symbol of human despair, momentarily aroused by a
remote glimmer of salvation.

At the Salon of 1819, the title of the painting was
changed to A Shipwreck Scene in order to avoid the politi-
cally inflammatory reference to the specific disaster whose
cause lay in royal Bourbon favoritism; but this topical cen-
sorship did not violate the metaphorical spirit of the paint-
ing, whose allegorical potential was so great that the
historian Jules Michelet, on the eve of the 1848 Revolution,
could interpret it as France drifting into the darkness of
political conservatism, whereas others might see it as a uni-
versal symbol of human misery on the order of Goya’s
prisons and madhouses. By conferring tragic status upon
anonymous victims rather than upon classical or modern
military heroes, by demonstrating that the human potential
of terror and chaos was more compelling than that of
reason and order, Géricault set out to destroy the premises
of Davidian traditions, while nevertheless working within
their language of ideal form. Indeed, like Goya’s Third of
May 1808 (see fig. 34), painted only five years before, The
Raft of the Medusa extinguishes the Age of Enlightenment,
revealing the dark and terrifying truths that lie below the
layer of reason. And in terms of French history painting,
The Medusa offers the fullest contradiction of David’s epic
veneration of human will and heroic action.

For all its grandiose ambition, rivaling David’s canvases
in their own terms, the painting was not a sensation at the

Fig. 115 David Wilkie, Chelsea Pensioners Reading the Gazette of the Battle of Waterloo, 1822. Oil on canvas, 36% X 60",
Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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searching the casualty list for the names of loved ones is in
no way dramatized by, in his words, “fatally presaging light-
nings,” but seems rather a candid fragment of ordinary
truths, in which terrible human pathos can be observed in
an uneventful environment of pleasant skies, busy city
streets, playful dogs, and cheerful holidaymakers. Such
British paintings, with their rejection of French structural
and dramatic rhetoric, helped to reveal to Géricault the
possibilities of recording the most prosaic experiences in a
simple, direct fashion.

The grime and poverty of early nineteenth-century
London also arrested Géricault’s attention, and he unpre-
tentiously documented there the somber side of the modern
city, whether the spectacle of a public hanging or of dray
horses carrying their daily burdens under the Thamesside
wharves. Working in the then new medium of lithography,
whose thick and soft graphic patterns seemed appropriate
to a melancholy aura of London fog and darkness, he pub-
lished in 1821 a series of twelve prints, some of which, like

Fig. 117 Théodore Géricault, Portrail
of an Insane Man (Mania of Military
Command), 1822-23. Oil on canvas,
3214 % 26". Collection Oskar Reinhart
“Am Romerholz,” Winterthur,
Switzerland.

=

The Piper (fig. 116), seem to seize for the first time tk
heartbreaking commonplaces of nineteenth-century urbe
misery. Isolated by the rubble of a brick wall, beyond whic
we see a rooftop glimpse of slum dwellings, an impove
ished old man plays his bagpipe for no visible audienc
Were it not for his faithful pet dog, who seems as hop
lessly inert as his master, he would be totally alone. Such
pitiful record of an aged dweller amid the rapidly expanc
ing population of an industrialized city may belong, in par
to the candid insistence on “nature itself” that Géricau
admired in Wilkie’s work; but the Frenchman’s genius f
ennobling generalization is apparent even here, not only i
the lucid, if dilapidated, architectural framework, but in tt
poignant dignity of the piper and dog themselves, wh
viewed in calm profile, seem pathetic emblems of ar
outcast victims, whether in a legend like that of Belisarit
(see fig. 15) or a modern world of grueling economic har
ships. Géricault’s grasp of the plight of the London urba
poor was not rivaled until 1868, when another Frenchmas
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Fig. 118 Eugeéne Delacroix, The Bark of Dante, Salon of 1822. Oil on canvas, 74 X 947", Louvre, Paris.

from a modern re-creation of an ancient conflict between
classical and barbarian forces to a contemporary spectacle
of exotic passions and brutality geared to the cause of
liberty—was enormous, and already in 1821, after the out-
break of these wars, Delacroix contemplated a painting
based on these conflicts remote in space but immediate in
the Western European consciousness. An event of April
1822 helped to crystallize this ambition. To suppress again
the Greeks, who had declared their independence in
January, the sultan sent an army of ten thousand to the
island of Chios, where some twenty thousand inhabitants
were massacred, and countless women and children were
taken into slavery to fill the markets of North Africa. Like
Géricault for The Medusa, Delacroix consulted the pub-
lished documentation and its eyewitness author, Colonel
Vautier, in order to achieve a maximum of reportorial
accuracy; and when he exhibited the painting, his lengthy
title reflected these journalistic concerns: Scenes from
the Massacres at Chios; Greek Families Awaiting Death or

Slavery, etc.—See Various Accounts and Contemporary
Newspapers (fig. 119).

Even by the standards of 1819, as defined in The
Medusa, the painting was a shocking assault on the great
traditions of history painting, and Gros himself, whose
Pesthouse at Jaffa (see fig. 53) prefigured these exotic
horrors, could only quip, “It's the massacre of painting.”
For here, still more than The Medusa, was a painting not
only without a hero, but even without a core. In the center.
where we might expect a heroic climax, is a hollow rush of
space that carries us across scorched plains, domestic
rubble, and gloomy skies to a faraway combat, the death
rattle of this brutal conquest. In the foreground, in a
sudden shift of scale, is a display of human debris, forced
close to our view by the imprisoning boundaries of a
Turkish soldier holding a rifle and of a victorious horseman.
whose head alone surmounts the horizon with an expres-
sion of chilling indifference to those below. The conquered
Greeks, clinging to each other in pathetic family groups.
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Fig. 120 Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, The Vow of
Louis XIII, Salon of 1824. Oil on canvas, 13’ 93" x & 8%".
Montauban Cathedral.

France under the protection of the Virgin of the Assump-
tion. This fusion of church and state posed many problems
for Ingres in its collision of natural and supernatural
events; but he resolved the contradictions by presenting the
scene in two zones, each painted in a different mode.
Below, the Bourbon king is represented in the sharpest
focus, his lace, velvet, and ermine robe as specific and pal-
pable as his proffered crown and scepter. Suitable for a par-
ticular historical personage at a particular time, this
materialistic style was unsuitable for the heavenly and
eternal dramatis personae to whom he pledges his country.
The apparition of the Virgin and Child, revealed in a glow
of light behind symmetrically parted curtains, belongs
rather to an ideal realm, that of the everlasting beauty of art
and religion as defined by Raphael, whom Ingres vener-
ated. Like the putti with the tablet below, the Madonna
above is a close paraphrase of the Renaissance master’s

inventions (here the Sistine Madonna), for Ingres believed
that some of the eternal verities of art could at best only be
respectfully restated, though with inevitable variations.
Ingres’s re-creation of Raphael’s ideal harmonies and gen-
eralized surfaces has, in fact, a curious new flavor, not only
in a certain hardening of form that reveals the materialist
premises of this eclectic reconstruction of the past, but in
the odd psychology of the Virgin and Child, whose imperi-
ous and almost sensual gaze on the earthling below recalls
the image of supplication before a supreme authority
defined in Jupiter and Thetis, an image almost more chilling
than pious.

For all its strange undercurrents, Ingres’s painting could
easily have represented, at the Salon of 1824, a call to
arms for the values of tradition, whether of art or of the
ancien régime; and its simultaneous appearance with
Delacroix’s Massacres virtually elected the older master as
preserver of time-honored beauty and stability against such
youthful rebels as Géricault and Delacroix, who would
propagate a cult of ugliness, violence, and disorder. In
keeping with a long French tradition of polarizing aesthetic
beliefs into enemy camps, such as the ancients versus the
moderns, Rubens versus Poussin, or Shakespeare versus
Racine, the Ingres-Delacroix confrontation at the 1824
Salon mobilized two adversaries who would fight under the
rubrics Classic and Romantic, a black-and-white antago-
nism that ignored the many shades of gray we now see in
historical retrospect.

As for Ingres’s master and the father-figure of modern
Classicism, Jacques-Louis David, this exiled regicide was
also able to make a pictorial statement in Paris in 1824, the
year before his death in Brussels. On May 26, three months
before the opening of the Salon, a private exhibition of
David’s work was inaugurated that included not only old,
prerevolutionary paintings still in his possession but a
major new canvas, completed that year, which grandly per-
petuated a belief in classical deities. Mars Disarmed by
Venus and the Three Graces (fig. 121) was not only David’s
swansong, but an overt contradiction of the high moral seri-
ousness and virile pelitical engagement that marked his life
and art before the fall of Napoleon. Here the god of war
reverses his usual role; for instead of preparing for battle,
he is seduced and disrobed by Venus herself, accompanied
by her helpful son, Cupid, who removes his sandals, and by
the Three Graces, who bring him nectar and deftly carry off
his helmet and shield. On his already naked lap, inclined
toward Venus’ nearly supine torso, a pair of billing and
cooing doves leaves no doubt about who has triumphed.
This inversion of David’s familiar ethos—be prepared for
war, not love—is the surprising climax of a subterranean
but recurrent impulse in his art, a chilly but voluptuous
sensuality that could flower in Brussels, where the aging
master was fully divorced from the political exigencies of
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Paris. The Mars and Venus
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