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Annibale Carracci. Flight into Egypt, 1603-4, oil on canvas 



The Carracci family of Bologna consisted of two brothers, Agostino (1557-1602) and 

Annibale (1560-1609), and their cousin Ludovico (1556-1619). In Bologna in the 1580s 

the Carracci had organized gatherings of artists called the Accademia degli 

Incamminati (academy of the initiated).  It was one of the several such informal groups 

that enabled artists to discuss problems and practice drawing in an atmosphere calmer 

and more studious than that of a painter’s workshop.  The term ‘academy’ was more 

generally applied at the time to literary associations, membership of which conferred 

intellectual rank.   



The greatest of the three was Annibale, who combined classical strength with 

realistic observation.  Annibale united High Renaissance monumentalism with 

Venetian warmth and strong color, and in his paintings he achieve a form of 

dignified naturalism that could express the idealism, and delicacy of sentiment, 

that Caravaggio’s revolutionary realism could not. The pastoral mood and the 

soft light and atmosphere in this work hark back to Giorgione and Titian.   



The figures, however, play a far less visible role here.  They are as small and incidental as 

in any Northern landscape.  Nor does the landscape in any way suggest the Flight into 

Egypt.  It would be equally suitable for almost any story.  Still, we feel that the figures 

could not be removed altogether, although we can imagine them replace by others.  

 

This not the untamed nature of Northern landscapes.  The old castle, the roads and fields, 

the flock of sheep, the ferryman with his boat, all show that this “civilized’,” hospitable 

countryside has been inhabited for a long time.  Hence the figures, however tiny, do not 

appear lost or dwarfed.  Their presence is implied by the orderly, domesticated quality of 

the setting.  This firmly constructed “ideal landscape” evokes a vision of nature that is 

gentle yet austere, grand but not awesome. 



Above Left: Nicolas Poussin. Et in Arcadia Ego, c. 1655, oil on 

canvas 

Above Right: Nicolas Poussin. Self-Portrait, 1650, oil on canvas 



The son of an impoverished family, 

Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665) 

received some early training from 

the painter Varin, who was 

traveling through his town in 

Normandy.  More thorough training 

followed in Paris, 1612-1624, an 

assistant to Champaigne and pupil 

of the Mannerist Lallemand, 

reinforced by independent study of 

predominantly Italian art in the 

Royal Collections.   

 

After several unsuccessful 

attempts, he finally went to Rome 

in 1624 with his patron and 

supporter Marino.  The latter was a 

celebrated poet who introduced 

Poussin to ancient mythology and 

Ovid’s works. In Rome he worked 

for some time with Domenichino 

and developed his own style by 

exploring and perfecting Annibale 

Carracci’s ideas of classical 

landscape painting. 



To educated people in the 17th century the name Arcadia readily evoked the pastoral 

tradition, that easygoing genre of poetry that had developed in parallel with epic 

writing since the time of the classical Greeks.  The tradition stems from the carefree, 

open-air life that was supposedly enjoyed by shepherds and shepherdesses, who spent 

all summer guarding their flocks… The phrase “et in Arcadia ego” cannot be traced to 

any known source in the classics.  It means either, “I, the one who is dead, was once in 

Arcadia too,,”or “I, Death, am in Arcadia too..”  



Poussin’s Arcadia is a silent place; event he shepherds seem to be communicating by 

gesture rather than by word.  They seem to have found, to their bewilderment, their 

first evidence of death.  It is evidence, too, that their beautiful country has a history, 

has been lived in and died in, and yet this history has been completely forgotten.  They 

puzzle out the inscription on the tomb with wonder and fear. In all the magnificence of 

their youthful beauty, the shepherds must accept this. 



Poussin’s main regular job during his Roman years was drawing records of ancient 

sculpture for a rich antiquarian named Cassiano del Pozzo. This gave Poussin 

excellent access to collections, and the time to develop the repertoire of figures that 

would fill his work in years to come.  Rome was not just a boneyard of suggestive 

antiques: it was full of living art whose plasticity, color and narrative richness 

surpassed anything you could see in France- Caravaggio, Pietro da Cortona, the 

Carracci.  But del Pozzo’s main gift to Poussin was the intellectual background that 

enabled a melancholy, impetuous young Frenchman to become the chief peintre-

philosophe of his age.  



Nicolas Poussin. Burial of Phocion, 1648, oil on canvas 



Phocion was an Athenian general who argued for peace at a time when the majority 

was for war with Macedon.  His enemies used Athens’s democratic system to have 

him condemned.  Poussin shows the victim of judicial murder being carried to his 

burial by a mere two faithful slaves.  They carry him through a world teeming with 

antique activity.  Behind them the great city can be seen, with its temple, its domed 

capitol proclaiming Athenian order, its inhabitants peacefully busy at their rightful 

occupations. 



Poussin’s working methods were slow and meticulous.  He made small wax models of 

the figures, which he then draped and placed in a viewing box to judge the effect they 

would produce in the finished work.  He also kept copious notebooks, recording 

everything he saw that he might find useful later when composing his paintings. In 

all of these respects, Phocion appears as a model for Poussin’s own mode of living, 

with the important exception that whereas the painter chose a life of contemplation 

and withdrawal, the Greek general followed an active, public life, subject to the 

inconstancy of the people. 



On a mound in the center middle distance of the picture stands the tomb of a rich 

Athenian- one such as Phocion himself deserved, and one probably earned by 

material wealth rather than genuine virtue.  This motif acquires added poignancy 

when one recalls an earlier incident in Phocion’s life.  Questioned by a rival on what 

good he had done for the city of Athens during his years as its general, the peace-

loving Phocion retorted: “Do you think it nothing, then, that our citizens are all 

buried at home in their own tombs?” If the elaborate tomb above Phocion’s corpse 

commemorates this gift to his people, death itself was his cruel “reward.”  



Rhetoric, originally the ancient art of persuasion, is a kind of traditional pictorial device or 

point of view, a way of using recognizable imagery to mean something else. In language, 

rhetorical devices lead one away from the normal and literal meaning of words; in the 

visual arts, rhetorical devices lead one away from the normal and literal meaning of 

images.  In language, rhetorical devices are such things as metaphors and similes; in the 

visual arts, rhetorical devices are images that take a certain visual “turn.” 



In ancient theories of rhetoric, there are ‘modes of eloquence’, which are forms of 

speech appropriate for different occasions (high, middle, and plain). High 

speech, known as epideictic oratory, was meant for display and was used on 

formal occasions; the middle style was meant for less formal occasions, and the 

plain was for speaking informally.  

 

Poussin claimed to follow a theory based on rhetoric and Greek musical modes.  

Musical modes for the Greeks were somewhat akin to modern musical keys, but 

as Poussin explained it, each of the modes- the Dorian, Ionian, Phrygian, 

Lydian, and so forth- was appropriate for a different ‘mood’.  The Dorian mode 

was solemn and austere, and was intended to lead the viewer to virtue.   

 

Poussin’s Landscape with the Funeral of Phocion demonstrates the 

characteristics of a painting in the Dorian mode.  The theme is lofty, the 

composition is mathematically arranged, and the colors are muted. 



On either side of the foreground are trees that bend toward the center of the 

composition.  These are called repoussoir, devices of visual rhetoric used to direct the 

viewer’s eye into the narrative scene.  The importance of Poussin’s theory of modes is 

that it introduced into the art world of the seventeenth century a vocabulary for 

assigning a place and value to painting.  Soon such paintings as The Burial of Phocion 

came to be seen as forming a part of the “grand manner.” Because it mediates between 

us and reality, the development of a mood in a painting- even in the conventional 

vocabulary of a mode- also has quite an impact on the viewer.  



Jacques-Louis David. Self-Portrait, 1794, oil on 

canvas 

 

The leading Neoclassical painter, Jacques-Louis 

David (1748-1825), appealed to the republican 

sentiments that derived from Classical antiquity.  

His Oath of the Horatii, first exhibited in 1785, 

illustrates an event from Roman tradition in which 

honor and self-sacrifice prevailed.  The figures wear 

Roman dress and the scene takes place in a Roman 

architectural setting, before three round arches 

resting on a form of Doric columns.  



Jacques-Louis David. The Oath of the Horatii, 1784, oil on canvas 



His Oath of the Horatii, first exhibited in 1785, illustrates an event from Roman 

tradition in which honor and self-sacrifice prevailed. They express a fervor that links 

Roman patriotism of the past to the contemporary passions of the French – first for 

reform and later for revolution. 

 

Although the event is not described in Classical sources, the story of the Horatii was 

known from a tragedy by Pierre Corneille, the 17th century French dramatist.  Rome and 

Alba Longa had agreed to settle their differences by ‘triple’ combat between two sets of 

triplets- the Horatii of Rome and the Curatii of Alba- rather than by all-out war. 



The woman in white is Sabina, the 

sister to the Curatii and wife of one 

of the Horatii.  She leans against her 

sister-in-law Camilla, who is 

betrothed to a Curatii brother.  

Camilla is destined to be murdered 

by her own brother for lamenting 

the death of her lover. The two 

women are the personification of 

grief and tragedy. In the shadows, 

the wife of Horatius comforts her 

grandchildren. 

 

In direct and striking contrast to the 

strong, straight lines that describe 

the male group, the women and 

children are drawn with soft curves. 

The women’s hands are inert and 

passive compared with those of the 

men. 



The three Doric arches of the building correspond with the grouping of the figures.  Each 

group or individual- the father, the brothers, and the women and children- is famed by 

one of the arches, suggesting their isolation and the links that tie them together.  

Throughout the picture, the artist repeats the theme of the group of three. 

 

David preferred large formats and grand gestures, leaving everything superfluous aside.  

Simple lines dominate; the structure is monumental. The huge canvas (over 10 by 14 

feet) came to be perceived as a clear denunciation of aristocratic painters.  In place of 

the lace cuffs, silk suits, and powdered wigs of the Rococo drawing room, David had 

detailed the trappings of war within an austere architectural framework. 



Born from the spirit of Enlightenment rationalism, the art work in Neoclassicism was 

seen as the artistic formulation of an ethos- in David, one which was entirely politically 

motivated. David intended this painting to be a propaganda picture, but even he could 

not have predicted how successfully it would fulfill his purpose.  When it was painted, 

the ancien regime of the French monarchy, based on the divine right of kings, had only 

four years left.  In 1789 the French Revolution, which David supported, replaced it with 

a new political order: the republican Nation State with its ideals of liberty, fraternity, 

and equality.  Heroic, authoritative, and impeccably composed, his painting embodies 

the new political dream and epitomizes the Neoclassical style.  Ironically, the picture 

was commissioned by Louis XVI, who was guillotined in 1792. 



Because of its austerity and depiction of dutiful patriotism, The Oath of the Horatii is 

often considered by some writers to be the clearest expression of Neoclassicism in 

painting. Neoclassicism does not mean the recreation of the style of Greek and Roman 

antiquity, or of paintings peopled with characters that look like colored classical 

sculptures. Its association with classical antiquity came in its moral and ethical subject 

matter and the severe style that was stripped of all unnecessary embellishments.  

 

By the 1790s, the Oath of the Horatii had been taken up as a symbol of the French 

Revolution. However, it is unlikely that it was meant to be a political painting. David 

held no political views or allegiances at the is time, and it is far-fetched to think of the 

painting as a call to revolt and rebellion.  



David said of his commission, “For the picture’s size I have increased the dimensions 

given me by the King. I was told to do it 10 x 10, but having turned my composition in 

all ways, seeing that it would lose its energy, I ceased to make a picture for the King and 

did it for myself.”  

 

When David finished the work, the Revolution was still four years away; in 1785 

republicanism was not yet a force in France, and the overthrow and removal of the 

monarchy was unthinkable. Undoubtedly the Horatii was controversial and 

revolutionary, and had resonances with contemporary debates on virtue and patriotism, 

but its greatest impact was as a striking and innovative image. The vast majority of 

critics declared David to be the unanimous victor of the Salon.  



The painting was finished at the end of July 1785 and was then exhibited in David’s 

studio in Rome. David very conspicuously added the painting’s place of origin to the 

signature and date- L David/ faciebat/ Romanae/ Anno MDCCLXXXIV – a tactic that 

was presumably to inform the spectator of his scrupulous and dedicated search for 

authenticity.  

 

Newspapers and journals carried glowing reports about the work, crowds clamored to 

see it, and even the Pope wanted to view the painting. (This was not possible as papal 

protocol forbade the pontiff visiting a commoner, and the painting could not be brought 

to the Vatican.) 



The Oath of the Horatii was a personal manifesto designed to be shown on the most 

public of stages. It is evidence of David’s refusal to be treated like a glorified craftsman- 

he considered his own judgment to be above that of bureaucrats and committees. Such a 

posture naturally antagonized the Academy, officialdom and many fellow painters, but it 

was very attractive to radicals and impressionable young artists.  David was effectively 

agitating against the Academy from within, and the financial security provided by his 

wife enabled him to be independent and take calculated risks.  



Jacques-Louis David. Death of Socrates, 1787, oil on canvas 



This painting represents the scene of the death of Greek philosopher Socrates, 

condemned to die by drinking hemlock, for the expression of his ideas against those 

of Athens' and corrupting the minds of the youth. The painting also depicts both 

Plato and Crito with the former sitting ruefully at the edge of the bed and the latter 

clutching the knee of Socrates. Socrates had the choice to go into exile (and hence 

give up his philosophic vocation) or be sentenced to death by drinking hemlock. 

Socrates chose death. In this painting, a red-robed disciple hands a confident 

Socrates the goblet of hemlock. Socrates' hand pointing to the heavens indicating his 

reverence of the gods and fearless attitude to his death.  



In 1787, when David exhibited the Death of Socrates at the Salon, he did not become 

the Director of the French Academy in Rome, which was a position he wanted 

dearly. The Count in charge of the appointments said David was too young, but said 

he would support him in 6 to 12 years. This situation would be one of many that 

would cause him to lash out at the Academy in years to come. 



When plotters seized Robespierre at the National Convention and he was later 

guillotined, the Reign of Terror finally ended. As Robespierre was arrested, David 

yelled to his friend, “If you drink hemlock, I shall drink it with you.”  

 

After this, he supposedly fell ill, and did not attend the evening session because of 

"stomach pain,” which saved him from being guillotined along with Robespierre. 

David was arrested and placed in prison. There he painted his own portrait, 

showing him much younger than he actually was, as well as that of his jailer. 



Benjamin West. The Death of General Wolfe, 1770, oil on canvas 



 

The first American-born 

painter to win 

international acclaim was 

Benjamin West (1738-

1820), whose work 

summed up the 

Neoclassical style.   

 

He was so famous for 

battle scenes that he 

became president of the 

British Royal Academy 

and was buried in St. 

Paul’s Cathedral.  West 

spent his entire career in 

England, and his London 

studio was a mandatory 

stop for visiting American 

painters. 



Portrait of Benjamin West as painted by 

Gilbert Stuart, 1783-84 

 

Benjamin West was the tenth child of a 

Pennsylvania innkeeper.  He had little 

education and, even when president of 

the Royal Academy, could scarcely spell. 

He did, however, have an ego the size of 

a house, and his biographer John Galt, 

who knew West and allowed him to 

check his manuscript, records early 

portents and near miracles which West 

believed had marked him out for fame.   

 

A Quaker minister, seeing the 

terminally pregnant Mrs. West go into 

contractions, solemnly assured her that 

this could only mean the child was 

marked out for some special mission in 

life.  Indians in the wild showed him 

how to collect and grind yellow and red 

pigment.  At twelve, he announced that 

his talent would make him the 

“companion of kings and emperors.” 



The picture that cemented West’s reputation was The Death of General Wolfe, which he 

completed in 1770 and exhibited, to a storm of applause, at the Royal Academy the 

following year.  It was a history painting, but of a kind not seen before.  Its story had 

unfolded only a decade earlier with contemporary, not historical, costume.  It told the 

British army defeating the French at the battle for Quebec, in September 1759.  At the 

height of the battle, the British commander, Major General James Wolfe, was shot in 

the belly and slowly died.  He lived long enough to learn that the French were on the 

run; his last words were, “Now, God be praised, I will die in peace.” 



The French and Indian War (1754–

1763) is the American name for the 

North American theater of the 

Seven Years' War. The war was 

fought primarily between the 

colonies of British America and New 

France, with both sides supported 

by military units from their parent 

countries of Great Britain and 

France, who declared war on each 

other in 1756. In the same year, the 

war escalated from a regional affair 

into a world-wide conflict. 

 

The name refers to the two main 

enemies of the British colonists: the 

royal French forces and the various 

Indigenous forces allied with them. 

British and European historians use 

the term the Seven Years' War, as 

do many Canadians. Canadian 

historians avoid the term "French 

and Indian War", preferring to call 

it the Anglo-French rivalry. 



West divided his painting into three groups.  At the center Wolfe lies on the 

ground in the classical posture of the dying hero, his eyes turned upward, his 

concerned and grieving officers forming an arch above him which culminates in a 

billowing standard whose skyward thrust indicates the impending trajectory of 

his soul.  It also reminds one of the empty cross in a Deposition, linking Wolfe’s 

body to the image of the sacrificed Christ. 



Despite West’s attempt to create a realistic, modern depiction of a recent event, the 

painting “is very far from ‘the facts of the transaction’ ten years before.  If not a 

‘classical fiction,’ it is certainly a modern one.  Thus none of the officers who can be 

recognized in the painting, not even Robert Monckton (with his hand in a sling), were 

with Wolfe when he died- they were all busy, or lying wounded, on other parts of the 

confused battlefield.  No American Indian was there, because none served with the 

British at Quebec; West’s Indian is probably best understood as representing “natural 

nobility” pondering the nobility of Anglo-Christian, civilized sacrifice.  



The term noble savage (French, bon sauvage) is a literary stock character that expresses 

the concept of an idealized indigene, outsider, or "other" who has not been "corrupted" by 

civilization, and therefore symbolizes humanity's innate goodness. In English, the phrase 

first appeared in the 17th century in John Dryden's heroic play The Conquest of Granada 

(1672), wherein it was used by a Christian prince disguised as a Spanish Muslim to refer to 

himself, but it later became identified with the idealized picture of "nature's gentleman", 

which was an aspect of 18th-century sentimentalism.  



Benjamin Franklin, who had 

negotiated with the Indians during 

the French and Indian War, 

protested vehemently against the 

Paxton massacre that took place at 

Conestoga, in western Pennsylvania, 

of December 1763, in which white 

vigilantes massacred Indian women 

and children, many of whom had 

converted to Christianity. Franklin 

himself personally organized a 

Quaker militia to control the white 

population and "strengthen the 

government". 

 

Franklin praised the Indian way of 

life, their customs of hospitality, 

their councils, which reached 

agreement by discussion and 

consensus, and noted that many 

white men had voluntarily given up 

the purported advantages of 

civilization to live among them, but 

that the opposite was rare. 



West endowed the death of a modern military hero with both the classical pathos of 

“noble and serious human actions”, as defined by academic theory, and the trappings 

of a real event.  He created an image that expresses an attitude basic to modern 

times: the shift of allegiance from religion to nationalism. All in all only four of the 

fourteen men depicted were actually at the battleground. 



The contemporary clothing West depicted in this scene was highly controversial at the 

time. Although the event was relatively recent—only eleven years prior—its subject matter 

made it a fitting example of the genre of history painting, for which contemporary dress 

was unsuitable. During the painting, several influential people, including Sir Joshua 

Reynolds, instructed him to dress the figures in classical attire, and after its completion, 

George III refused to purchase it because the clothing compromised the dignity of the 

event. The work, however, eventually overcame all objections and helped inaugurate more 

historically accurate practice in history painting. 



Jacques-Louis David. Death of Marat, 

1793, oil on canvas 

 

In 1793, the Jacobins commissioned 

from Jacques Louis David a tribute to 

one of their slain leaders, Jean-Paul 

Marat, a radical pamphleteer partly 

responsible for the 1792 riots that had 

killed hundreds of helpless prisoners.  

A young woman, Charlotte Corday 

d’Amont, decided that Marat should 

pay for his crime.   

 

Because Marat suffered from a 

painful skin ailment, he conducted his 

official business sitting in a medicinal 

bath.  While Marat was signing a 

petition Corday had brought in order 

to gain entry to his office, she stabbed 

him, then dropped her knife and fled. 



A Swiss-born philosopher and 

doctor, Marat chose journalism 

as his method of spreading 

revolution.  At the outbreak of 

the French Revolution he 

founded the inflammatory 

journal The Friend of the 

People.  

 

He was forced to flee to 

London in 1790 and, upon his 

subsequent return, to hide in 

the Paris sewers.  Backed by 

Robespierre, he came out of 

hiding, and was elected to the 

National Assembly, where he 

joined the radical political 

faction. 



Marat holds the letter sent by his killer, which reads: “Il suffit que je sois bien 

malheureuse pour avoir droit a votre bienveillance,” meaning “I just have to be unhappy 

to merit your goodwill.” Marat was the victim of a deceitful woman, and David displays 

her deceit for all the world to see as political propaganda.  The knife that Charlotte 

Corday has dropped on the floor beside the tub is contrasted ironically with the quill pen 

still in Marat’s limp hand.  The instrument of violence and death is thus opposed to the 

pen, which is associated in this picture with revolutionary political writing. 



It was David’s task to portray this 

human wreck in a manner that 

aroused admiration.  He removed 

all sign of skin disease and placed 

Marat’s body in an imaginary 

space.  In real life, the bathtub had 

stood before a papered wall with 

painted columns.  David’s largely 

dark background- taking up almost 

half the canvas- not only points to 

the frugality of Marat’s ascetic way 

of life, but suggests that the space 

in which his figure is placed may 

be eternity itself.  

 

This pose had been used for 

centuries to portray Christ’s 

Descent from the Cross.  Here, 

David was exploiting images that 

were stored in the public memory.  

He may also have responded to a 

widespread need for objects of 

religious veneration.  



The murderess was 24 years of age at 

the time, and no less eccentric than 

Marat.  Her full name was Marie-Anne 

Charlotte de Corday D’Armont. Her 

family was of impoverished aristocratic 

stock, but she had been brought up in a 

wealthy convent.  She had become 

engaged to a man of noble, and equally 

impoverished, background.  While he 

had joined the royalist cause, she 

supported the bourgeois revolutionaries.  

Her fiancé wanted to marry and 

emigrate; Charlotte refused.  Patriotism 

may not have been her only motive, but 

it was certainly one of them.  Following 

the Roman example, she declared the 

fatherland more important than 

personal happiness.  

 

Charlotte Corday was arrested 

immediately.  Four days later, during 

the morning session, she was brought 

before a judge.  That same evening she 

mounted the scaffold. 



Paul Jacques Aime Baudry. Death of 

Marat, (1860) 

 

Under the Second Empire, Marat 

was seen as a revolutionary monster 

and Corday as a heroine of France, 

represented in the wall-map. 



The letter and banknote in front of 

the inkpot were probably the artist’s 

invention.  The letter reads: “Give this 

banknote to the mother of five whose 

husband died defending the 

fatherland.” At the trial which 

followed the murder an exact 

inventory of the objects found in the 

bathroom was read out; but the letter 

and banknote were not among them.  

David used them to portray Marat as 

a friend of the people.   

 

Marat’s newspaper wrote that he had 

spent much of his time “hearing the 

complaints of numerous misfortunates 

and giving weight to their demands by 

petitioning on their behalf”. The 

benefactor’s own poverty- a wooden 

crate instead of a table, or the mended 

patch of cloth at the bottom left of the 

picture- emphasized his magnanimity. 



David had acquired Marat’s death 

mask for the portrait, and had 

Marat’s bath, inkpot and the knife 

brought to his studio.  He wrote a 

modest-sounding dedication on the 

wooden crate in Roman style: ‘For 

Marat, David’. At the same time, he 

painted his own name in letters that 

were not much smaller than the 

name of the dead hero.  He dated the 

painting “Year Two”, after the new 

revolutionary calendar.  In October 

1793, the painting was exhibited at 

his studio and in the courtyard of 

the Louvre.  

 

With the fall of Napoleon in 1814, 

however, David decided to go into 

exile.  He took the Marat paintings- 

removed from the Convention in 

1795- with him to Brussels.  



Jacques-Louis David. The Sabine Women, 1796-99, oil on canvas 



After David’s wife visited him in jail, he conceived the idea of telling the story of the 

Sabine Women. The Sabine Women Enforcing Peace by Running between the 

Combatants, also called The Intervention of the Sabine Women is said to have been 

painted to honor his wife, with the theme being love prevailing over conflict. The 

painting was also seen as a plea for the people to reunite after the bloodshed of the 

revolution. 

 

David conceived a new style for this painting, one which he called the "Grecian style," 

as opposed to the "Roman style" of his earlier historical paintings. The new style was 

influenced heavily by the work of art historian Johann Joachim Winkelmann 

(pictured above right). In David's words, “the most prominent general characteristics 

of the Greek masterpieces are a noble simplicity and silent greatness in pose as well 

as in expression.” 



The story for the painting is as follows: "The Romans have abducted the daughters of 

their neighbors, the Sabines. To avenge this abduction, the Sabines attacked Rome, 

although not immediately—since Hersilia, the daughter of Tatius, the leader of the 

Sabines, had been married to Romulus, the Roman leader, and then had two children 

by him in the interim. Here we see Hersilia between her father and husband as she 

adjures the warriors on both sides not to take wives away from their husbands or 

mothers away from their children. The other Sabine Women join in her 

exhortations." 



The canvas, eagerly awaited by the Paris art world, was finished five years later in 

1799. David was extremely proud of the painting, which he considered his finest. 

Instead of showing it at the Salon, he presented it at an independent, paying 

exhibition in his studio in the Louvre - a type of event destined for a brilliant future. 

He wrote a text for the occasion, justifying this form of exhibition and the 

controversial nudity of the warriors. 



The theme of the picture is reconciliation. After the excesses of the reign of Terror, 

this was an appealing idea, and historians are fond of claiming the picture as a 

tribute to his wife. But the most striking thing about this painting is that the warriors 

are nude. David was inspired by the idea that the Greeks had represented their gods, 

athletes, and heroes in the nude. Unlike Michelangelo, David did not seek to glorify 

masculine beauty, but rather to endow his heroes with a superior quality that, 

ultimately, was more moral than physical. With the exception of Romulus, these nude 

bodies are not particularly muscular. David wanted to refine, to strip away anything 

that was unnecessary, to reduce everything to a supreme, heroic simplicity. This work 

re-established David's fortunes and brought him to the attention of Napoleon, who 

appointed him his official painter.  



A comparison of the formal structure 

and tone of Poussin’s Rape of the 

Sabine Women (1634) with David’s 

painting reveals the extent to which 

David took much of his inspiration 

from the Baroque master. 

 

In keeping with an academic 

approach, David made detailed 

preparations for the work. Research 

was done in libraries, and engravings 

by Old Masters and other artists were 

consulted. 

 

He also wanted to be as accurate as 

possible in the setting and details of 

the drama. The background is 

dominated by the brooding presence of 

the Tarpeian rock, situated at the 

southwest corner of Rome’s Capitoline 

Hill.  



While he was preparing this painting, whose subject is Roman, David proclaimed, "I 

want to paint pure Greekness." He wanted to mark his transition from the severe, 

Roman style of The Oath of the Horatii (Louvre) with a new pictorial manifesto. He 

also wanted to measure himself against the great artists of Ancient Greece. He 

adhered to the theories of the German archaeologist and historian of ancient art 

Johann Winckelmann on idealized beauty. In his painting, he depicted his warriors 

fighting naked, as in Greek sculpture, and opted for a frieze-like composition of 

minimal spatial depth. The effect is reinforced by the predominance of drawing over 

color, the uniform light, and a simplified color scheme.  



His pupils and friends posed for the warriors and his children’s nurse posed for the 

old woman tearing her clothes who is willing to suffer the humiliation of exposing her 

elderly breasts to assist the ending of the conflict. Two famous beauties, Aurore and 

Adele Bellegarde, approached David and, much to his embarrassment, disrobed so 

that he might better judge their suitability. The dark-haired Adele posed for the bare 

breasted kneeling Sabine mother in the foreground and later, to attract public 

attention, she vainly made a point of wearing her hair in the same way when 

attending the theater. The fact that the sisters offered to pose for David is somewhat 

surprising- during the Revolution he had signed warrants for their arrest. 



WAR and VIOLENCE: 
NEOCLASSICISM 

(Poussin, David, and West) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 







In what ways does David’s work represent a stylistic change against the 

earlier Rococo style of French art and why? 



In what ways does David’s 

work pay homage to the 

earlier work of Nicholas 

Poussin and why? 



In what ways does David’s 

work pay homage to the 

earlier work of Nicholas 

Poussin and why? 


