
The Romantic Idea in the Visual Arts

“I feel; therefore I am”

Romanticism (1770-1850):

Values:  Intuition, emotion, imagination

Inspiration:  Medieval and Baroque eras, Middle and Far East

Tone: Subjective, spontaneous, nonconformist

Color:  Unrestrained. Deep, rich shades

Subjects:  Legends, exotica, nature, violence

Genres:  Narratives of heroic struggle, landscapes, wild animals

Technique:  quick brushstrokes, strong light and shade contrasts

Composition:  Use of diagonal

Principal Characteristics of the Romantic Movement

The Expression of Personal Feelings

Self-Analysis

Love of the Fantastic and Exotic

Interest in Nature

Nationalism and Political Commitment

Erotic Love and the Eternal Feminine

Of all the “isms” found in Western art of the past two centuries, Romanticism has always been the most difficult to define.  It deserves to be deemed an “ism” only because its followers (or at least some of them) thought of themselves as being part of a movement.  However, they did not leave us anything approaching a definition.  

Romanticism, it seems, was a certain state of mind rather than the conscious pursuit of a goal or style.  If we try to analyze this state of mind, it breaks down into a series of attitudes, none of which, taken individually, is unique to Romanticism.  It is only their particular combination that seems characteristic of the Romantic movement.

Romanticism:  The late 18th and early 19th Centuries

The Romantic movement, like Neoclassicism, swept through Western Europe and the US in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.

Think about how Romanticism came about:  The Enlightenment, paradoxically, liberated not only reason, but also its opposite—emotionalism.  The Enlightenment helped to create a new wave of emotionalism that lasted for over a half-century and came to be known as Romanticism.

The term Romantic is derived from the Romance languages (French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, and Romanian) and from the medieval tales of chivalry and adventure (such as the legends of King Arthur or the Holy Grail) written in those languages (not Latin).

Romantic literature shares with the so-called “Gothick” novels and poems by English writers of the late 18th and early 19th centuries a haunting nostalgia, appreciation, and passion for the past, that is original Gothic period of the Middle Ages.

The Romantic aesthetic of “long ago” and “far away” is conveyed in works with locales and settings that indicate the passage of time, such as ruined buildings and broken sculptures.

To  the extent that Neoclassicism expresses a nostalgia for antiquity, it too may be said to have a “Romantic” quality.

Whereas Neoclassicism has roots in antiquity, the origins of Romanticism are no older than the 18th century.  They can be found especially in the work of the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau.  The effect of the Romantic movement on early 19th-century culture is evident not only in the visual arts, but also in politics, social philosophy, music, and literature.

In addition to their nostalgia for the past and their idealistic participation in current events, the Romantics were interested in the mind as the site of mysterious, unexplained, and possibly dangerous phenomena.  

For the first time in Western art, dreams and nightmares were depicted as internal events, with their source in the individual imagination, rather than as external, supernatural happenings.

States of mind, including insanity, began to interest artists, whose imagery anticipated Freud’s theories of psychoanalysis at the end of the 19th century and the development of modern psychology in the 20th.

A common goal of Romantics was a desire to “return to nature.”

The Enlightenment rationalists revered nature as the ultimate source of reason, whereas the Romantics worshipped it as unbounded, wild, and ever-changing.

The Romantics believed that evil would disappear if people were only to behave “naturally” and give their impulses free rein.

In the name of nature, they acclaimed liberty, power, love, violence, classical civilization, the Middle Ages, or anything else that aroused them, although actually they exalted emotion as a end in itself.

To cast fleeting experience into permanent form, Romantic artists needed a style.  But because they were in revolt against the old order, this could not be the established style of the time.

It had to come from some phase of the past to which they felt linked by “elective affinity”  (another Romantic concept).

Romanticism thus favored the revival not of one style but of a potentially unlimited number of styles.  In fact, the rediscovery and use of forms that previously had been neglected or scorned evolved into a stylistic principle in itself.

Seen in this context, Neoclassicism was simply the first phase of Romanticism, a revival that continued all the way through the 19th-century and thus ultimately came to represent conservative taste.

Perhaps it is best, then to think of them as two sides of the same modern coin.  If we maintain the distinction between them, it is because, until about 1800, Neoclassicism overshadowed the other romantic revivals, and because the Enlightenment was dedicated to the cause of universal liberty, while Romanticism champioined the powerful emotions expressed by the Romantic hero who was swept away by the forces of nature.

Romantic Precursors

Hellenistic Greek Art (323 BCE-30BCE):  Artists of the Hellenistic period had a vision noticeably different from that of their predecessors.  

Where earlier artists (Classical) sought the ideal and the general, Hellenistic artists sought the individual and the specific.  They turned increasingly away from the heroic to the everyday, from gods to mortals, from aloof serenity to individual emotion, and from drama to melodramatic pathos. 

A trend introduced in the 4th century BCE—the appeal to the senses through lustrous or glittering surface treatments and to the emotions with dramatic subjects and poses—became more pronounced.  The contemporary taste was high drama.  Greek art continued to influence the art of the Romans, and the Hellenistic style lasted until the Augustan period in the first century BCE.

 Ex.  Gallic Chieftain Killing His Wife and Himself
        Roman copy after the original bronze of c. 220 BCE

        Marble, height 6’ 11”

Ex.  Dying Gallic Trumpeter/Dying Gaul

       Roman copy after the original bronze of c. 220 BCE

       Marble, lifesize.

Ex.  Hagesandros, Polydoros, and Athanadoros

       Laocoön and His Sons

       Hellenistic, 2nd-1st century BCE or a Roman copy

          Of the first century CE.

          Marble, height 8’

Baroque Art (1519-1715):  The style that emerged in Europe during this time is called Baroque, a word that has come to designate certain formal characteristics of art as well as a period of history of art lasting from the end of the 16th into the eighteenth century.

Baroque, as a formal style, is characterized by open compositions in which elements are placed or seem to move diagonally in space.  A loose, free technique using rich colors and dramatic contrasts of light and dark produces what on critic called an “absolute unity” of form.

Many of these formal characteristics can be seen in other non-classical styles, like Hellenistic Greek and Roman styles.

17th-century art was, above all, naturalistic.  So admired was the quality of visual verisimilitude that many painters and sculptors aimed to reproduce nature without any improvements—certainly without the idealization of classical and Renaissance styles.

17th-century artists treated viewers as participants in the art work, and the space of the work included the world beyond its frame.

Viewers were expected to be emotionally as well as intellectually involved in art.  In Catholic countries, representations of horrifying scenes of martyrdom or the passionate spiritual life of a mystic in religious ecstasy inspired a renewed faith.  

Viewers participated in art like audiences in a theater—vicariously but completely—as the work of art reached visually and emotionally6 to draw them into its orbit.

Ex. Bernini

       Apollo and Daphne

      1622-1625

       marble,  height 95 5/8” 

Ex.  Bernini

       David

       1623

        marble, height 5’ 7“

Ex.  Bernini

      Saint Teresa of Ávila in Ecstasy 

      Cornaro Chapel, Church of Santa Maria della Vittoria, 

           Rome

      1645-1652

       marble, height of the group 11’ 6”

Ex.  Caravaggio

       Conversion of St. Paul

                1601-1602

       Oil on canvas, 7’ 6 1/2” x 5’ 9”

Ex.  Caravaggio

        Young Bacchus

        1593

Ex.  Caravaggio

        Medusa

        1596-1598

Ex.  Artemisia Gentileschi

       Judith Beheading Holoferenes
       1614-1620

       oil on canvas, 6’ 6 1/3” 5’ 4”

ROMANTICISM

Romantic Classicism

          Ex.  Anne Louise Girodet-Trioson           

                 Entombment of Atala

                 1808

                  oil on canvas, 6’ 11” x 8’ 9”

Shown at the Salon in 1808.

Based on a popular novel by neo-Catholic writer Chateaubriand--The Genius of Christianity.  Novel were very successful.

As a result, Atala practically became a cult figure.

In keeping with the movement toward Romanticism, interest in Genius of Christianity was due in large part to the exoticism and eroticism integral to the narrative.

Set in Louisiana.

Chateaubriand's work focuses on 2 Native American youths, Atala and Chactas.  

The two are from different tribes.

They fall in love, run away together through the wilderness.

The book is highly charged with erotic passion.

Atala is sworn to lifelong virginity

So she decides to commit suicide rather than break her oath.

Ideal beauty of Atala.

Exotic male physicality of her bereaved lover Chatas.

Girodet depicts this tragedy of suicide.

Atala is buried in the shadow of a cross by her grief-stricken lover chatas.

A cloaked priest assists in the burial.

The priest's presence is appropriate because Chateaubriand emphasizes the revival of Christianity and the Christianization of the New World in his novel.

Christian converts in America.

Gros' depiction of the foreign Muslim world and Girodet's representation of American Indian lovers in the Louisiana wilderness appealed to the public's fascination --whetted by the Louisiana Purchase in 1803--with what the public perceived as the passion and the primitivism of Native American tribal life.

The Burial of Atala speaks to the emotions, rather than inviting philosophical meditation or revealing some grand order of nature and form.

Unlike David's appeal to the feelings that manifest themselves in public action in the Oath of the Horatii, the appeal here is to viewer's private world of fantasy and emotion.

          Ex.   Paul Delaroche

                  The Execution of Lady Jane Grey

                  1843

                  oil on canvas, 8’ 1” x 9’ 9”

Romantic Portraits

Eugène Delacroix

Frederic Chopin

1838

oil on canvas, 18” x 15”
Portrait of his friend.

Captures Chopin’s Romantic introspection.

Delacroix was a great lover of music.

Perhaps surprisingly the Romantic painter preferred Mozart to Beethoven.

Eugène Delacroix

Paganini

1831

oil on cardboard on wood panel, 1’ 5 5/8” x 11 7/8”

Color’s importance over line.

A likeness not of Paganini’s form, but of his performance.

Forgetting his audience and no longer in formal confrontation with his listeners, Paganini yields himself completely to the whirlwind of his inspiration, which envelops his reed-like frame, making it vibrate in tune to his instrument’s quivering strings.

Delacroix tried to suggest the portrait, as it were, of Paganini’s music as it plays to the musician’s own ear and spirit.

Ingres portrayed the outside aspect of his subject and tried to perfect the form as presented to the eye.

Delacroix instead represented the inner substance—the musician transformed by his music—in an attempt to realize the truth as given to the imagination.

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres

Paganini

1819   ****Neoclassical***

pencil drawing, approximately 1’ x 8 1/2”  

Mingled the real and the ideal.

Meticulous drawing.

Value placed on the flow of the contour.

Ingres was a creditable amateur violinist, passionately fond of music (he wanted to include Mozart among the immortals surrounding Homer in the Apotheosis of Homer.)

Knew Paganini personally

Crisp, clean descriptive line

Kind of an official likeness.

Seems about to make his bow to his audience.

Portrait is formal, but graceful.

Romanticism: The Mind

John Henry Fuseli

The Nightmare

1781

oil on canvas, 3’ 4” x 4’ 2”

Swiss born, ordained as minister at 20 he left the church and went to England in search of freedom.

This painting visualizes the disturbing torments of a beautiful, sleeping woman.

Draped across the bed, limp arm dangling over the side

He took this image from traditional folklore about demonic visitations and the supernatural carnality of dreaming and 18th century medical theories on the psychophysiology of human sleep.

The nocturnal intrusion of a grimacing incubus-- a demon who sits on the chest of virgins while they sleep and causes them to have distressing erotic nightmares.  Also is a sexual predator.

The dreaming woman is supine and vulnerable.

A peculiar fetal-looking fiend--who is supposed to serve as a vengeful personification of her desires, squats menacing on her body.

In the background, a ghostly horse with flaming eyes bursts into the scene.

Want to see this as a pun on the word --nightmare

But nightmare is actually derived from night and mara.  Mara was a spirit in northern mythology that was thought to torment and suffocate sleepers.

Some interpret this as cccult rape fantasy of the female protagonist.

Perhaps it is more Fuseli's fantasy.

This dreaming delirium of implied sexual violation was supposed to be internal to the feminine--which really just masks the demonic projection of masculine desire.

With Fuseli's depiction--the dreaming woman victimizes herself.

Upper torso revealing thrown back in poised abandon

A print of this would hang in office of Sigmund Freud, who believed dreams were manifestations of dreamer’s repressed desires.

Fuseli maintained a lifelong obsession with the feminine realm of dreams.

Can find in other works--graphic erotica--sexual domination, especially women dominating men.
The romantic poet and philosopher Samual Taylor Coleridge came closest to recognizing the contradictory sexual politics and cultural pessimism in Fuseli's works--which he finally judged them to be an art of "vigorous impotence."

As disturbing and perverse as Fuseli's art may be, he was among the first to attempt to depict the dark terrain of the human subconscious that became fertile ground for the Romantic artists. 

Théodore Géricault

*** In the winter of 1822-1823, Géricault completed 10 unforgettable portraits of insane men and women.

Mental aberration and irrational states of the mind would have interested rebels against the Enlightenment rationality.

Like others of his generation, they thought the face accurately revealed character, especially in madness and at the instant of death.

Géricault painted in association with a pioneer in the new field of psychiatry--the young Dr. Étienne Georget.

Some believe that Géricault underwent psychiatric treatment himself within advanced medical circles.

Georget changed the treatment of the mentally ill from chains and jeering to a human effort to understand the mysterious  correlations between mind and body--especially revealed in the disturbed physiognomies of his patients.

Not sure what practical function Géricault's portraits served --lecture demonstrations-- a record for comparisons. Perhaps for medical illustration.

A way for Géricault to scrutinize the realm of human suffering.

There are five extant portraits of these anonymous victims of mental disorder:
Théodore Géricault

Portrait of a Kleptomaniac

1822-23

oil on canvas,  32 1/2” x 16”

Théodore Géricault
Portrait of a Woman Addicted to Gambling

1822-1823

oil on canvas,  32 1/2” x 16”

Théodore Géricault

Portrait of Madwoman with a Mania of Envy

1822-23

oil on canvas, 28 3/8”  22 4/5”

Child-murderer

Hunches forward and stares suspiciously off to the left, as if aware of some potential menace.

The raising of one eyebrow and the lowering of the other, combined with the slight shift in the planes of the face, indicate the wariness of paranoia.

Tense mouth.

Eyes red-rimmed with suffering.

Loose brushstrokes create the texture of the face, which is accentuated by light and framed by the ruffle of her cap.

By the conscious organization of light and color, and the visibility of his brushwork, Gericault unifies the composition both formally and psychologically.

The sweeping light-brown collar curve below the collar echoes the more tightly drawn curve of the mouth.

Reds around the eyes and mouth are repeated in the collar, and the white of the cap ruffle recurs in the small triangle of the white undergarment.

The untied cap laces and disheveled strands of hair are a metaphor for the woman’s emotional state, as if she is “coming apart” and “unraveling” physically as well as mentally.

Théodore Géricault

The Raft of the “Medusa”

1818-1819

oil on canvas, 16’ 1” x 23’ 6”

To be sure, Géricault was not the first to paint newsworthy events in the language of heroic tragedy—predecessors were West, Copley, David, Goya.

But here the story is different--it is one of scandal and horror --rather than patriotic sacrifice.
On July 2, 1816, a French frigate, the Medusa was carrying soldiers and settlers to the colony of Senegal.

It wrecked on a reef off the West African coast.

The six lifeboats were inadequate to hold all the passengers--and three days later--150 people --including a woman were left behind--forced to face a grim destiny on a jerrybuilt wooden raft.  Openwork platform--had to stand and the structure was so overloaded that the water came to their waists.

Only 15 survived on the raft. One was an engineer, Alexandre Corréard, and a surgeon, Henri Savigny.

These 2 survivors published an account of the nightmare that followed-- 13 days on a floating coffin.  They described what took place:

insanity, mutiny, mutilation, famine, thirst, and cannibalism.

Some say Savigny wrote a confidential report to explain his conduct and it was leaked to the press by elements within the government opposed to the Minister of the Marine.

The lifeboats that also carried the impatient governor of Senegal realized towing the raft was slowing their progress.

They cut the line--leaving the occupants to their fate.

Then the castaways were hit with a storm.

Then factions of the enlisted men violently attacked the officers.

They were delirious and had the intention of breaking up the raft and committing collective suicide.

The officers killed and wounded large numbers of the mutineers.

The fighting, along with the accidental or voluntary surrender to the waves reduced their number to less than 30 within six days of abandonment.

The living soon began to eat the flesh of the corpses that remained on the raft.

A group of the hardiest men, and the most lucid, including the ship’s surgeon Savigny--organized deliberate killings of those nearest death in order to stretch provisions.

15 survived another week.

Search vessel found the blackened, emaciated survivors and took them to the French capital in Senegal.

Five more died there.

Only ten were ever to reach France.

This was a true story of hell on earth.

Moreover, this narrative record was political dynamite.

The captain of the Medusa was an incompetent--but of noble birth.

His appointment as Captain came from his connections with the Bourbon Restoration government.  He has also ignored the advice of the experienced naval officers under him.

Moreover, his haste to save himself and his fellow officers while abandoning the lower ranks to the raft was a shocking indictment of aristocratic privilege.

The two survivors report was challenged by the governor of Senegal and other officers.

Brought of the fact of the surgeon's promotion of murder for others to survive.

The lone woman on board--a canteen attendant--had suffered a broken thigh and was among those killed.

The story grew to scandalous proportions --both in France and abroad.

Géricault was attracted to the story because this event turned upside down both the revolutionary and Napoleonic heritage of reason and of the nobility of death.

One could also expose the darkest side of human suffering.

Géricault made dozens of drawings and painted sketches to plot out the huge canvas.

He finally decided what the subject should be --that excruciatingly tense moment when on the 13th day at sea on July 17, the survivors sighted the brig Argus--a mere speck on the horizon.  

They desperately signaled it.

In fact this ship disappeared but then miraculously showed up 2 hours later.

And even more than his artistic predecessors of contemporary history-- Géricault worked like a journalist with a deadline.

He went to the Normandy coast to study the movement of water.

He had a model of the raft constructed in his studio with wax figures on it.

He visited hospitals and morgues to scrutinize the ravages of illness and death.

He interviewed survivors to hear their grisly tales of starvation, madness, and cannibalism.  He did his utmost to be authentic in his portray—He studied putrid bodies in the morgue.  He sketched decapitated heads of guillotine victims and faces of lunatics in an asylum.  He built a model raft in his studio, and like an actor, immersed himself in a role—he even lashed himself to the mast of a small boat in a storm.

This extraordinary preparation accounts for the painting’s grim detail.  But Géricault’s romantic spirit is at the root of its epic drama. 

Results in epic construction of 5 corpses and 15 survivors --who take their places in a desperate pyramid.

Think about the use of the pyramid in neo-classical tradition.

Look at the ascending rhetoric of emotions--

The watery foreground--macabre quartet of corpses and then continues in a communal rush of hope that reaches its apex in the black man who vigorously signals the distant ship with a windswept cloth.

Perhaps the black man is a comment on the practice of slavery. Géricault

Was a member of an abolitionist group that sought to end the slave trade in the colonies.

Thus he placed Jean Charles, a black soldier one of the few survivors at the top of the pyramid.

But this academic language of ideal order is constantly subverted by the horror of the subject that explores the most irrational depths of human experience.

It turns inside out its noble prototypes in history painting.

Look at the group with the aged mourner.

He appears numb, perhaps contemplating the nude corpse of a youth--this echoes or recalls the martyrdom of military heroes --or of the Pietà itself.

Delacroix had posed face down for the central corpse in Géricault's Medusa.  
This group also alludes to the cannibalism that took place on the raft.

This group recalls illustrations to Dante's gruesome tale of the starving, imprisoned Ugolino--whose sons offer him their own flesh.

Géricault phrases a contemporary event in the language of tradition.

BUT the eccentric drama of the earlier cliffhanger is here aggrandized to epic dimensions that translate the monumental gloom of the Deluge and the Last Judgment into a secularized symbol of human despair --momentarily aroused by a remote glimmer of salvation.

But not accurate--bodies would have been starved and disfigured by sun poisoning, sores, and open wounds.  Instead we see the athletic male nude.

When Géricault showed this painting at the Salon in 1819--the title was changed to simply A Shipwreck Scene.

This was to avoid the politically inflammatory reference to the specific disaster whose cause lay in royal Bourbon favoritism.

This was topical censorship--but it did not violate the metaphorical spirit of the painting.

Many years later--in 1848 on the eve of the Revolution, historian Jules Michelet--interpreted France drifting into the darkness of political conservatism.

Others saw it  as a universal symbol of human misery on the order of Goya's prisons and madhouses.

Géricault conferred tragic status upon anonymous victims--not classical or modern military heroes.

Géricault demonstrated that the human potential of terror and chaos was more compelling than that of reason and order.

Thus Géricault destroyed the premises of Davidian traditions--while nevertheless working within their language of ideal form.

Like Goya's Third of May which was painted 5 years earlier-- Géricault

The Medusa extinguishes the Age of Enlightenment.

Both Goya and Géricault revealed the dark and terrifying truths that lie below the layer of reason.

In terms of French history painting The Medusa gives the fullest contradiction of David's epic veneration of human will and heroic action.

Géricault's Medusa turned out to be less than sensational at the Salon of 1819.  

Originally hung low on the wall.  

Géricault had it changed to over the portal of the vast ex. Space--mistake.

Elevated position for an imposing history painting.  But the drama was lost.  No effect of the spilling out of bodies.

Today it hangs low in the Louvre for the appropriate effect.

Extended hand of the unconscious youth in lower left

Like everything in the painting it is twice as large as life.

Tender pathos of the open palm.

Emotional invitation.

Chain of mingled bodies unites Africa and Europe

Critics were perplexed by its newness.

They wondered who the hero was.

And also in what public building it would be suitable to display it.

By the time it went on display, the captain had been disgraced and the governor and minister of Senegal removed.

Géricault was disappointed by the conservative Paris audience--so he showed The Medusa in London and Dublin in 1820-1821 as a popular, commercial exhibition. 

There The Medusa more as morbid entertainment--like a wax museum's house of horrors.

Géricault accompanied his painting to Great Britain and stayed almost 2 years there.

New experiences of art and life affected him deeply there.

COMPOSITION:  He divided the scene into 2 overlapping triangles.

The triangle at left—defined by the mast and two ropes—includes the dead and dying.  Look to the right at another triangle. Its peak is the standing man waving a shirt.  This triangle is composed of dynamic figures, with arms outstretched to indicate their surging hopes.  The placement of this triangle at far right, the direction of glances, gestures, and arrangement of drapery all contribute to the effect of forward thrust and direct the viewer’s eye to the focal point of the figures frantically waving.

MOVEMENT:  Géricault created the impression of motion through contrasting the postures of his figures.  The picture as a whole seems to surge upward from the prone figures at lower left to the upper right, with its concentration of sitting and reaching figures.  The waving man at the peak of the right triangle is the climax of this mood of rising hope and advancing motion.

UNITY AND BALANCE:  To prevent the 2 triangles—one of despair and the other of hope—from splitting the picture into 2 unrelated halves, Géricault overlaps the triangles, with transitional figures appearing in both.  

An arm cuts across the rope (the strongest line of the left triangle) to point to the peak of the main triangle and unify the 2 halves.  The 2 off-center triangles also lean in opposite directions, each balancing the other.

COLOR AND LIGHT/DARK CONTRAST:  Géricault painted the storm clouds and cresting waves dark to create a menacing mood. The horizon—where the rescue ship is located—is bright, like a beacon of salvation. The extreme light/dark contrasts throughout the painting imply the alternating emotions of hope and hopelessness.

MOOD:  Jumbled lines of the writhing bodies suggest a mood of turbulence, in keeping with Géricault’s theme of titanic struggle against the elements—against nature.

Orientalism

“Enough of Greece and Rome:  Th’ exhausted store

of either nation now can charm no more.”

    Prologue of Arthur Murphy’s play of 1759, Orphans of China.

Thus, Asia took its turn in the West’s repertory of imagined places.

Its image in one guise or another has been incorporated in the arts to the present day.

Charles-Francois Gounod’s opera The Queen of Sheba was produced in 1862 at about the same time Ingres was finishing his fleshscape The Turkish Bath.  The search for exotic settings eventually reached its climax in two of the greatest works for the lyric stage: Verdi’s Aida (1871), set in ancient Egypt and premiered in Cairo in celebration of the opening of the Suez Canal, and Bizet’s Carmen (1875), set in Spain and based on a short story by Prosper Merimee.  

Oriental derives from the Latin orisi, which means “to rise,” and was thus long employed in the Western world to describe the East, the area in which the sun rises. In the 19th century, Europeans responding to Orientalism invested the Middle East with several false stereotypes.  It was seen as a sensual paradise, full of mysterious, enticing pleasures but also primitive and ripe for colonization by the “superior” Western nations.  More recently, the term was extended to include China, Japan, and other East Asian countries.  

Oriental is not an accurate designation of a person or locale; it is always better to cite the specific geographical area being referred to.

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres

Grande Odalisque

1814

oil on canvas, approximately 2' 11" x 5' 4"

Ingres's subject--the reclining nude figures is traditional enough and goes back to Giorgione and Titian.

Further, the work shows his admiration for Raphael in his borrowing of that artist's type of female head.

The figure's languid pose, her proportions--the small head and elongated limbs--and the general cool color scheme also reveal Ingres' debt to such Mannerists as Parmigianino’s The Madonna with the Long Neck.

But by converting the figure to an odalisque-- a member of a Turkish harem--the artist made a strong concession to the contemporary Romantic taste for the exotic.

Rather strange mixture of artistic allegiances--the precise adherence to classical form while incorporating Romantic themes--prompted confusion.

When it was first shown in 1814 the painting drew acid criticism.

Critics saw Ingres as a rebel in both form and content.

Critics did not end their attacks until the mid-1820s--when another enemy of the official style--Eugène Delacroix appeared.

Suddenly the critics perceived Ingres' art--despite its innovations and deviations--still contained many elements that adhered to the official Neoclassicism--the taste for the ideal.

Ingres soon led the academic forces in their battle against the "barbarism" of Théodore Géricault, Delacroix and their "movement."

Gradually, Ingres warmed to the role that his critics had cast for him.  

He came to see himself as the conservator of good and true art, a protector of principles against its would-be "destroyers."


This is a long horizontal composition.

The title indicates that she is an odalisque.

Blue, gold, cream tones predominate in the painting.

The curve of her upper body echoes the curve of the hanging drapery.

Accents occur at the woman's face and at her hand, holding the peacock-feather fan.

Her back is extremely long, creating a sensual flow that complement the curves of her legs, arms, breasts, and buttocks.

Outline is emphasized.

The soft, flawless skin is delicately shaded.

The smooth flesh contrasts with the patterned and textured cloth, feathers, and beads that surround and adorn  the woman.

Her pose is sensually relaxed.

19th-century female nudes in Europe and the US were made for 19th-century men.

They were the privileged audience for such pictures--as viewers whose gaze completed the sexual exchange implied in the painting.

Modern art historian Linda Nochlin wrote:  "As far as one knows, there simply exists no art, and certainly no high art, in the 19th-century based on women's erotic need, wishes or fantasies.  Whether the erotic object be breast or buttocks, shoes or corset… the imagery of sexual delight or provocation has always been created about women for men's enjoyment, by men….Controlling both sex and art, [men] and [their] fantasies conditioned the world of erotic imagination."

The fact that only the female is present in a sexual scene is significant.

Without a lover in the scene, the odalisque is sexually available for the viewer--presumably the European male--who gazes upon her.

Again the position of the viewer is privileged, one who sees and consumes without being seen or consumed himself.

The Grande Odalisque reflects other European sexual attitudes.

In the 19th-century, sexuality was limited by social mores and by the Christian religion.

Moral sexual  activity was restricted to those in monogamous marriage.

Divorce was taboo.

All single persons were expected to be celibate.

These ideas were very influential, whether or not everyone followed them.

At the same time, Europeans developed an ongoing fascination with sexuality in other cultures--that is, especially the ones that Europeans considered to be primitive, exotic, or buried in the past.

Men in these other cultures were imagined to be free from burdensome social restrictions that hampered sexual urges, spontaneous feelings, personal power, energy and creativity.

The Grand Odalisque was painted during the height of Europe's colonization of vast areas of the world.

The Turkish harem girl was exotic and sexually appealing.

Her nudity was acceptable in European society because it was presented as somehow distant.

The male viewer took the place of the imagined Turkish sultan, a man of apparently great sexual appetite who would have many such women as his disposal.

Ingres would obsessively return to favorite motifs and compositions.

He would try out small refinements in replicas and repetitions in other media.

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres

Odalisque with a Slave

1839-1840

oil on canvas, 28 3/8” x 39 1/2”

Ingres sets off the petal-smooth limbs of his Oriental Venus (odalisque is a Turkish word for a harem slave girl) with a dazzling array of transparent tones and rich textures.

The painting has a poetic mood, filled with the enchantment of the Thousand and One Nights.

The exotic subject is characteristic of the Romantic movement.

Despite Ingres’s professed worship of Raphael, this nude hardly embodies a classical ideal of beauty.

Her elongated proportions, languid grace, and strange mixture of coolness and voluptuousness remind us of Mannerist Parmigianino’s figures.

In Ingres’s hands, line has a life of its own, and its purpose is more to seduce the eye through gentle sensuous contours than it is to define the perimeter of an object.

Possibly in some ways, Ingres was just as romantic as his great rival, Eugene Delacroix.

Eugène Delacroix

The Death of Sardanapalus

1827

oil on canvas, 12’ 1 1/2” x 16’ 2 7/8”

Grand pictorial drama.

Inspired by Lord Byron's  1821 narrative poem Sardanapalus.  Shortly after it was written, this poem was translated and performed on the stage in Paris.

Set in the kingdom of Assyria in 7 century BCE.  It conjures images of eroticism and fury unleashed.

Delacroix depicts the last hour of Sardanapalus.  The king has heard of his army's defeat and the enemy's entry into the city.  He would rather commit suicide than submit to conquest.

This is much more tempestuous and crowded setting than Byron described.

Orgiastic destruction replaces the sacrificial suicide in the poem.

The king watches detached  from his funeral pyre.  He is like a genius of evil presiding over the panorama of destruction.

The pyre will soon be set alight.

As all of his most precious possessions --women, slaves, horses, treasure---are destroyed in his sight.

Sardanapalus's favorite concubine throws herself on the bed.

Most conspicuous are the tortured and dying bodies of the harem women.

In the foreground, a muscular slave plunges his knife into the neck of one woman.

What intensifies this spectacle of suffering and death are the most daringly difficult poses and the riches intensities of hue.

Artfully conflates blood with fire

Exotic and erotic overtones--taps into fantasies of artist and viewer.

Eugène Delacroix

Women of Algiers

1834

oil on canvas, 70 7/8” x 90 1/8”

Enchanted by a  visit to North Africa in 1832 where he found a living counterpart of the violent, chivalric, and picturesque past evoked in Romantic literature.

His sketches from his trip supplied him with a large repertory of subjects:  harem interiors, street scenes, lion hunts.

This work based on studies made during an actual visit to a harem in Algiers.

Some art historians believe that this painting has an authenticity even in the details that is missing in Ingres’s although the Arab women were carefully posed using a model in Delacroix’s studio and the costumes were reworked.

No less important, the intense colors and bright light of North Africa made an indelible impression on the artist, whose palette underwent a major change.

Romantic Landscape/Nature

Thomas Cole

View from Mount Holyoke, Northhampton, Massachusetts,

     After a Thunderstorm (The Oxbow)

1836

oil on canvas, 4’ 3 1/2” x 6’ 4”

Depicts a bend in the Connecticut River, near Northhampton.

Oxbow is the term used to describe the crescent-shaped, almost circular, course of a river caused by its meandering.

Abrupt contrast between the two sides of the painting.

On the left is wilderness, where two blasted trees in the foreground bear witness to the power of the elements.

A thunderstorm, an example of nature’s dramatic, changing moods characteristic of the Romantic aesthetic, is passing over.  The direction of the rain indicates that the storm is moving away to the left and that it has already passed the farmland to the right, which now lies serene and sunlit.

A landscape of nearly arranged fields, dotted with haystacks, sheep, and other signs of cultivation, extends into the distance.  Boats ply the river, and plumes of smoke rise from farmhouses. 

Barely visible in the foreground, just right of center, is a single figure, the artist at work before his easel.  On a jutting rock are his umbrella and folding stool; leaning against them is a portfolio with the name T. Cole on its cover.  Both artist and viewer have a panoramic view from the top of the mountain.

It was Cole’s habit to journey on foot through the northeastern states, making pencil sketches of the landscape and then develop these sketches into finished paintings during the winter, and this was the case with The Oxbow.

It is likely that Cole never witnessed the storm in the way he depicts it and that there is a large element of the artist’s imagination at work.

It is possible to see this image as an allegory of civilization versus savagery which is consistent with Cole’s own outlook.  For although, he made his reputation primarily as a landscape artist, Cole always aspired to a “higher style of landscape,” a mode of painting that contained some additional moral or religious significance.

John Constable

The Haywain

1821

oil on canvas, 51 1/4” x 73”

In England, the two greatest Romantic landscape painters, John Constable (1776-1837) and Joseph William Mallord Turner (1775-1851), approached their subjects quite differently.  Whereas Constable’s images are clear and tend to focus on details of English country life, Turner’s are likely to become swept up in the paint.

Record the look and especially the light of everyday scenes.

Constable’s major pictorial interests were in capturing unpredictable and fleeting changes of atmosphere; the infinitely varied intensities of light on clear, showery, or foggy days; sunlight filtered through translucent green leaves; and the changing reflections of the sky and passing clouds on water.

Constable was a meteorologist by avocation.

To capture these effects, Constable made numerous oil sketches outdoors and later finished his pictures in his studio.

Nostalgic images of agrarian England

In this large painting Constable presented a placid, picturesque scene of the countryside.

A small cottage appears on the left, and in the center foreground a man leads a horse and wagon across the stream.

Billowy clouds float lazily across the sky, and the scene’s tranquility is augmented by the muted greens and golds and by the delicacy of Constable’s brushstrokes.

The artist portrayed the oneness with nature the Romantic poets sought; the relaxed figures are not observers, but participants in the landscape’s being.

The Haywain is also significant for precisely what it does not show—the civil unrest of the agrarian working class and the outbreaks of violence and arson that resulted.

Also there is no hint of the industrialization that in reality was encroaching on the pastoral landscape of 19th-century England.

This painting has a nostalgic, wistful air to it.

To a certain extent, this scene (although carefully detailed) is linked to Constable’s memories of a disappearing rural pastoralism.

The artist came from a family of considerable wealth; his father was a rural landowner, and many of the scenes Constable painted –The Haywain included—depict his family’s property near East Bergholt in Suffolk, East Anglia.

The people who populate Constable’s landscapes blend into the scenes and are one with nature.

Rarely do viewers see workers engaged in tedious labor.

This nostalgia, presented in such naturalistic terms, renders Constable’s works Romantic in tone.  That Constable felt a kindred spirit with the Romantic artists is revealed by his comment::  “…painting is but another work for feeling,…”

Caspar David Friedrich

The Wanderer above the Mist

c. 1817-1818

oil on canvas, 2’ 5 1/2” x 3’ 1 1/4”

In Germany, the Romantic landscape painters were closely associated with poets and philosophers.

Presents an image of a man alone amid the awesome expanse of nature, guided only by his inner light.  

Like the transcendental philosophers of the Romantic period, Friedrich believed that God revealed himself in nature.

Here the haunting space and mood of brooding melancholy recall the lyric poetry of Wilhelm Müller, as set in Franz Schubert’s poignant and powerful song cycle Die Winterreise (Winter’s Journey).

Joseph Mallord William Turner

The Slave Ship (Slavers Thrown Overboard the Dead and

      the Dying Typhoon Coming On)

1840

oil on canvas, 35 3/4” x 48 1/4”

In contrast to Constable, Turner’s approach to  Romanticism is characterized by dynamic, sweeping brushstrokes and vivid colors that blur the forms.

Poetic invocations and emotional experiences tinged with Romantic melancholy.  Illustrates Romantic pessimism on both the human and cosmic level.

The theme of slaves thrown overboard to lighten the ship in the storm links this thematically with Gericault’s Raft of the Medusa.

Based on a grisly incident that took place in 1783, the painting indistinctly shows dead and dying slaves being thrown overboard so that the captain of the slave ship could claim an insurance loss.

Captain threw slaves overboard in hopes of collecting insurance base on the lost at sea clause.  Slaves who drowned at sea were insured, but those who were among the many who simple died at sea because of neglect were not insured.

This painting was shown in 1840 , during the summer salon of the Royal Academy.  This work, and other more detailed documentary images of slavery, helped rouse the first meeting of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society in London, one month after The Slave Ship was exhibited.

The painting itself is like a raw wound.

Blood-red colors slash across the middle.  In the foreground, shackled bodies struggle against churning, burnt-looking waves and a host of odd predatory fish.

Turner knew his audience would be familiar with the incident, so he did not need to detail the event.

Instead, he created a shocking spew of color to symbolize the moral calamity.

Turner's figures lack any sort of dramatic cohesion

What is effective is the violence of the elements, the waves, the clouds, the blood red glow of the sunset

Horror-sea filled with bodies

Color not contained in outlines  in order to express the forces of nature; also the painter’s emotional response to color


Important for 20 century for abstract art, because of the lack of shape and form

At the end of his life, just before exhibiting his nearly abstract paintings, Turner painted in people  and added titles to make them more comprehensible to the public.

His work was violently attacked.

The canvases were considered unfinished and indistinguishable from each other.

One critic accused Turner of thinking “that in order to be poetical it is necessary to be almost unintelligible.”  

Turner never considered himself an abstract painter.

But paintings discovered after his death contain no recognizable subject whatsoever—just swirling masses of radiant color.

His discovery of the power of pigment had an enormous influence on the course of modern art.

Turner pushed the medium of paint to its expressive limit.

His last works anticipate modern art in which paint itself is the only subject.

Romantic Revolution:

Eugène Delacroix

Liberty Leading the People

1830

oil on canvas, 8’ 6” x 10 10”

Canvas dominated by the fiery allegorical figure of Liberty, seen as the spirit of the French people, whom she leads onward to triumph.

Robust, energetic reincarnation of the revolutionary spirit of 1789 is no serene neoclassical goddess.

She has muscular arms that are strong enough to hold both a bayoneted rifle and the tri-colored banner of the republic. 

Although bare-breasted, she betrays no sign of softness or sensuality, and her powerful legs stride over the street barricaded as leads her followers forward through the oncoming forces.

She does not hover over the action on wings, as many other artists depicted her.

Instead, she is in the midst of the turmoil with her feet on the ground.

While Delacroix intended her to be a symbolic figure, he portrayed her as a distinctive personality.

Only the Phrygian cap and the near-classic profile indicate her significance.

Liberty’s followers included both students and battle-scarred soliders, how have heeded the call and renounced their reactionary king.

On the right, a boy from the Paris streets holds a pistol in each hand.  This youthful figure functions not only as a representative of the downtrodden, but also as an agent of the future.

In the background are the remnants of the old guard from revolutionary days, still carrying on the struggle.

Two main social classes are represented.

The boy stands for the impoverished working class.

In the shadows on the extreme left, the man armed with a sabre may be black, representing France’s reach in to Africa.

In front of him in the fashionable frock coat, top hat, and sideburns is a bourgeois gentleman who has grabbed his musket and joined in the general confusion.  It was this class that controlled the fighting and stamped its image on the new monarchy in the person of Louis Philippe, the “Citizen King.”

No aristocrats are shown taking part.

In the shadow below, the wounded and dying are strewn on the loose cobblestones looking toward Liberty—their inspiration and reason for being.

The twin towers of Notre Dame show through the smoke on the right.

Francisco Goya

Great Deeds!  Against the Dead! From The Disasters of War

     series.

1810-1820

Goya was produced a private, ambivalent response to the wars--The Disasters of War.

Drawn and engraved between 1810- 1820.

These plates could not be published in his lifetime due to their emotional intensity and political and moral ambiguity.

The majority of prints appeared 35 years after his death.

They were intended to be a public display of patriotism and nationalist zeal.

But they did not depict heroic resolve and singularity of purpose.

They expressed revulsion at the horror and brutality of war.

They expose the savagery of the Spanish people as well as the French and condemn the Spain of the restoration as much as the regime of Napoleon.

There are 82 plates.

Can divided roughly into 3 groups:  victims and horrors of war 2-47;

Famine, death and burial plates 48-64 and 

Emphatic capriccios plates 65--80--that is nightmares and scenes of corrupt clerics, monsters, and grotesques.
In this series, some times hard to tell who are the torturers and the tortured, concerning nationalities.

Goya's comments on the terrible inhumanity created by war.

Even the title condemns the futility and cruelty of this act/

Many of these prints represent atrocities that Goya, himself saw.

Francisco Goya

The Third of May, 1808

1814

oil on canvas, 8’ 9” x 13’ 4”

Napoleon's troops occupied Spain from 1808-1814.

In emotional fashion, Goya depicted the anonymous murderous wall of Napoleonic soldiers ruthlessly executing the unarmed and terrified Spanish peasants.

Goya encouraged viewer empathy for the Spanish by portraying horrified expressions and anguish on their faces.

He endows the Spanish with a humanity that is absent from the firing squad.

See the peasant in white about to be shot down--throws his arms out in a cruciform gesture----providing a parallel to Christ.

His eyes show fear and resignation as he awaits the same bloody end.

Although he has company this night, on the Príncipe Pio hill, just outside of Madrid----he is like Christ on the hill of Golgotha 

He bears the stigmata and is illuminated in death by unearthly light.

To heighten the drama of the event, Goya employs a stark/pure darks and lights.

Coarse and garish colors and lights.

Goya's choice of imagery also extended the time frame and thus the tragedy's emotion.

He did capture a specific moment when one man is about to be executed--others lie dead at his feet, their blood staining the soil of the Príncipe Pio hill, just outside of Madrid-- while many others have been herded together to be subsequently shot.

Painted in 1814--for Ferdinand VII.

He had been restored to the throne after the French were ousted.

Nonetheless, it is a word that commemorates the resistance and patriotism of the Spanish people.

It was intended as a testimony to the courage and suffering of the Spanish people.

Francisco Goya 

Saturn Devouring His Children

1819-1823

wall painting in oil detached on canvas, 4’ 9 7/8” x 2’ 8 5/8”

Familiar mythological subject

Terrifying and disturbing

Raw carnage and violence of Saturn--the aging Greek god, Kronos/Saturn--fearing a prophecy that one of his sons would usurp his power, devours his own children

Wild-eyed, monstrous

Panic-stricken eyes-voracious mouth

He consumes one of his own children--he attacks the flesh and blood of his own child.

He clutches the child like a crazed animal in his pawlike hands.

Violent

Cannibalism--parent devouring his own child--becomes almost a symbol of the monstrous self-destruction of humans engaged in war.

Despite the image's simplicity--it conveys a wildness, boldness, and brutality that cannot help but evoke an elemental response from any viewer.

Goya's work --rooted both in a personal and a national history, presents darkly emotional images well in keeping with Romanticism.

The demons that haunted Goya, emerged in his art.

Nightmarish and lurid.

These are private images.

They have no public purpose.

They lack an audience--only the artist himself, his son, and his companion--Leocadia, and the few surviving friends courageous enough to visit his home.

Created during a time when reason slept.

Goya appears to have lost or abandoned his reason in these Black Paintings.

They are painted with unprecedented boldness and breadth.

Alternately sober and shrill in their coloration.

Romantic Architecture: 

Sir Charles Barry and A.N. Pugin

The Houses of Parliament, London, England 

Begun 1836 

Length 940’

John Nash

Royal Pavilion, Brighton, England

1815-1822

Joseph Mallord William Turner

The Burning of the Houses of Lords and Commons, October 16, 1834

1835

oil on canvas

3’ 1/4” x 4’ 1/2”

The painting is based on an actual fire of 1834.  Turner spent the entire night sketching the scene.  After the fire, the new Houses of Parliament (still standing today) were built in the Gothic revival style, which was inspired by Romantic nostalgia for a medieval Christian past.

Whirlwind of flame, water, and sky, structured mainly by the dark diagonal pier at the lower right, the bridge, and the barely visible towers of Parliament across the Thames.

The luminous reds, yellows, and oranges of the fire dominate the sky and are reflected in the water below.

In this work, architecture is in the process of dissolving, enveloped by the blazing lights and colors of the fire.

The forces of nature let loose and their destruction of man-made structures are the primary theme of this painting.  I

In Constable, on the other hand, nature is under control and in harmony with human creations.

Horace Walpole, with William Robinson and others.

Strawberry Hill, Twickenham, England

1749-1777

