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DEATH, BE NOT PROUD, THOUGH SOME HAVE CALLED THEE
MIGHTY AND DREADFULL, FOR, THOU ART NOT SOE,

FOR, THOSE, WHOM THOU THINK’ST, THOU DOST OVERTHROW,
DIE NOT, POORE DEATH, NOR YET CANST THOU KILL MEE.

FROM REST AND SLEEPE, WHICH BUT THY PICTURES BEE,

MUCH PLEASURE, THEN FROM THEE, MUCH MORE MUST FLOW,
AND SOONEST OUR BEST MEN WITH THEE DOE GOE,

REST OF THEIR BONES AND SOULES DELIVERY.

THOU ART SLAVE TO FATE, CHANCE, KINGS, AND DESPERATE MEN,
AND DOST WITH POYSON, WARRE, AND SICKNESSE DWELL,

AND POPPIE, OR CHARMES CAN MAKE US SLEEPE AS WELL,

AND BETTER THAN THY STROAKE; WHY SWELL'ST THOU THEN?
ONE SHORT SLEEPE PAST, WEE WAKE ETERNALLY,

AND DEATH SHALL BE NO MORE; DEATH, THOU SHALT DIE.

JoHN DONNE, HoLY SONNETS (1633)
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DEATH: THE CULTURAL MEANING OF THE END OF LIFE,
THE EVENT FROM WHICH THIS VOLUME ORIGINATES
AND AT WHICH | WAS PRIVILEGED TO BE A KEYNOTE
SPEAKER, TOOK PLACE IN THE DEPTHS OF WINTER.

Leiden University, cold but beautiful under a blanket of snow, was
animated by the delegates to the second biennial graduate conference
organised by PhD researchers at LUCAS, the Leiden University Centre for
the Arts in Society. Young scholars, at the start of their academic lives,
created intellectual vitality and personal warmth in the deserted lecture

halls and frozen streets.

Death is in some respects beyond or outside representation in that it
cannot be consciously experienced in full, remembered personally and
communicated retrospectively. In the symposium, it was inspiring to hear
and see this incomprehensible thing approached and handled as a source
of meaningful human activity. The severance and separation produced by
death, together with the human need for contact, are at the heart of our
need to reproduce and represent in the symbolic realm. Death is in this
respect in the midst of the cultural life that makes us human and thus a

vital topic for wide-ranging, interdisciplinary study.

This volume’s elaboration of the ‘cultural life’ of the conference title into

‘ritual, representation and resemblance’ acknowledges cultural life as an



act of mourning: ritual surrounds the unspeakable with communicative
acts, representation reaches towards something that is acknowledged as
implacably distant or different and resemblance attempts to draw close
to and even touch its object of desire. At the same time, the scholarship
and ideas of the authors, the energy and skills of the editorial team under
the leadership of Jacqueline Hylkema and the anonymous genius of digital
technology combine to form part of the ongoing yet always precarious
pulse of cultural endeavour. Handled in this way, death becomes

regenerative, a source of hope, not despair.

Joanna Woodall

The Courtauld Institute of Art
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It is hard to imagine a more universal topic than death. Since the beginning of life, death
has been its companion; yet it is always the living who must determine the meaning of life’s
elusive and silent counterpart. Remembrance is not just a coping strategy for dealing with
a loss of life — commemoration and other cultural expressions connected to death in art
and literature reflect a society’s norms, ideals, developments and changes. The meaning
placed on death is dependent on and determined by surviving family, friends, communities,
nations and civilizations, and the survivors’ cultural backgrounds. Death is a defining factor in
many aspects of our social interactions and perceptions of the world, and its representation.
Its function and status change over time, reflecting societal, cultural and even technological

and scientific advancements.

Death: The Cultural Meaning of the End of Life was the second LUCAS international graduate
conference and aimed to explore the different ways in which conceptualizations of death — from
classical antiquity to the modern age — have transformed our understanding of this universal
topic. The conference, which took place in January 2013, was organized by Odile Bodde, Maarten
Jansen, David Louwrier and Jenny Weston, all PhD researchers at LUCAS, and included nearly
fifty speakers from various European, North American and Asian universities. Framed by keynote
lectures by art historian Joanna Woodall (The Courtauld Institute of Art, London) and philosopher
Rosi Braidotti (Utrecht University), the conference featured a diverse range of subjects and fields,
including history, classics, film and photography, art history, literature, cultural anthropology and

political science, and covered the period from the Roman Empire to the near future.
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Like the conference, the articles in this second issue of the Journal of the LUCAS Graduate
Conference demonstrate the diversity of possible viewpoints concerning the cultural meaning
of the end of life. Ranging from the late Middle Ages to the early 1900s, the issue begins by
focusing on the Western European tradition and closes with a discussion of the distinctly non-
Western tradition of Tantra. The articles examine diverse mediums, from death masks and
photographs to frescoes and phantasmagoria shows, and from novels and stories to funerary
rites and cultic rituals. In assessing the cultural meaning of these phenomena, the authors
employ a variety of methodologies, subjects and approaches, from the classical principles of

mimesis and catharsis to affect theory and Deleuzian hermeneutics.

Despite the authors’ different disciplinary backgrounds, a number of common themes emerge,
which help us articulate some shared characteristics of our subject. What jumps out from the
first articles in this issue is the contrast — sometimes clearly delineated, sometimes blurred and
oscillating — between a rather distant mode of coping with death, and the more personal and

intimate process that is especially prominent in the articles by Sarah lepson and Emily Knight.
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When a human being dies, life ends but the body, the physical appearance, remains —
the bereaved can still see and touch it as they come to terms with their loss. Changes
in commemorative practices during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were the
result of a complex set of dynamics between societal changes, new shifts in religion, and
technical developments. This enabled artists and families to create posthumous portraits
—or have portraits created — that closely resembled the deceased, and thus transgressed
the boundary between the living and the dead. The practice of creating plaster-cast
death masks foreshadowed the rise of more accessible types of early photography such
as the daguerreotype, which produced a portable image that enhanced the personal

experience of mourning.

Sarah lepson’s article elucidates the specific interplay and interaction between the observer,
particularly the surviving parent, and the posthumous photograph of a child in nineteenth-
century antebellum American culture. The communication between the viewer and the image
is described here through the concept of “affect’. Akin to what science refers to as muscle
memory, this article claims that parents perceived the image as allowing continued physical
interaction with their deceased child. They were able to rekindle muscle memories of holding
or touching their child as a sensorial product of holding or touching the photograph of the child.
In viewing the work as a significant manifestation of the body with which one can continue
to interact and engage, nineteenth-century posthumous photographs of children became
more than simple memento mori objects. Instead, the photographs were powerful signifiers of

physical presence and engagement beyond death.

Similarly, in her article on the death mask of the portrait painter Sir Thomas Lawrence, Emily
Knight argues that the mask and its accompanying framework represented a performative
collection of objects for early nineteenth-century audiences. The interrelationship between the
various elements of the display created an immersive experience and challenged viewers to
look beyond Lawrence’s peaceful repose and contemplate the full continuum of his life. They
could marvel at his creativity and reflect on their own mortality as they considered how death
truncated the artist’s long creative output. Knight maintains that the entire display represented

a cultural shift from pure civiccommemoration to the Victorian era’s more intimate and personal
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relationship with the deceased. Knight draws our attention to an artefact that at first appears
self-evident in what it signifies, yet her analysis exposes its dynamic potential for meaning when

audiences engaged with it.

Contrary to this tender, understated way of personally engaging with lost loved ones,
the more abstract, distant mode is characterized by the way death is perceived — or, by
way of coping strategy, deliberately framed — as a phenomenon of nature, something
happening outside the proper circle of experience. This perspective prompts different
patterns of behaviour, such as, paradoxically, an almost morbid fascination for gruesome
but strangely exhilarating images. These cathartic images have been transmitted through
different mediums over time, as the late medieval paintings discussed by Fabien Lacouture

and Isabelle van den Broeke’s nineteenth-century phantasmagoria shows illustrate.

The miracle cycle of the Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece, painted by Simone Martini in
Siena in 1324, is Fabien Lacouture’s starting point for an examination of representations of
the death and resurrection of children in fourteenth-century Italy. According to Lacouture,
images of dead children during this period were relatively rare, despite Italy’s exceedingly
high child mortality rates. The peculiarity of the Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece and
its gruesome portrayal of children’s deaths therefore provides an opportunity to explore
alternative interpretations for such imagery and its reception in Siena. Lacouture asserts
that the naturalistic techniques employed by Martini for the miracle scenes enhanced their

affective qualities and thus imbued the paintings with a didactic agency.

Isabelle van den Broeke’s article presents the phantasmagoria, a magic lantern show popular
in the early nineteenth century, as an expression of post-Enlightenment beliefs about the
ambiguity of death. Van den Broeke argues that the spectacle, which relied on hallucinatory
images of the dead, reflected new popular fascinations with psychology and the macabre.
Her research suggests that particular works by Francisco Goya and William Blake were
influenced by the visual techniques of the phantasmagoria, and, like their model, reflected

the contemporary cultural uncertainty surrounding death.
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The pragmatic concern for the effect of death on an audience is also present in the articles by
Michiel Verheij and Jostein Hglland, both of which examine how the death of a protagonist is
put to use in literature. In addition to the more visual effects of death discussed by Lacouture
and Van den Broeke, the texts of the Marquis de Sade and Edgar Allan Poe illustrate the

possibilities of death as a literary tool.

Michiel Verheij’s concise analysis of Poe’s short story ‘The Oval Portrait’ (1842) focuses
on the age-old philosophical debate about mimesis, and the idea that mimetic art by its
nature implies death. Verheij compares Poe’s withering heroine, ‘painted to death’ by her
artist husband, to Pygmalion’s sculpture of the ideal woman coming to life. Verheij reads the
story against Plato’s criticism of art as an imperfect copy of an already imperfect reality, as
well as Jean Baudrillard’s theory of hyperreality. He concludes that the oval portrait in Poe’s
story perfectly embodies Baudrillard’s ‘simulacrum’ — an image that has broken free from
any model, thus rendering obsolete Plato’s hierarchy of representation — and its ultimate

derivative ‘simulation’: the image replacing and murdering the model.

Jostein Hglland takes the Marquis de Sade’s novels Justine (1791) and its sequel Juliette (1797) as
starting points to argue that de Sade deliberately destabilizes the novels’ libertine philosophical
and pornographic messages through the death of a prominent character. Hglland argues that
Maurice Blanchot, the critic who suggested that the story of Juliette echoes de Sade’s philosophical
project, in fact neglects the crucial role of Justine’s character as a mode of resistance against
libertine philosophy. John L. Austin’s notion of the ‘speech act’ allows the article to explicate what
type of resistance and agency can be ascribed to Justine. Exploring this notion further with Gilles
Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s hermeneutics, and Georges Bataille’s philosophy of transgression,

this article gives a daring and innovative reading of the character of Justine.

A further agenda death can serve is illustrated in the articles of Hélene Vu Thanh and Imma
Ramos, which also take us beyond the Western-European context. As Vu Thanh demonstrates
in her article on Buddhist funerary rituals and the Jesuit accommodation policy in Japan in
the period between 1549 and 1614, bending commemorative customs was part of a strategic

agenda to accomplish cultural and religious change. According to Vu Thanh, conversion
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occurred gradually, as the Jesuits sought ways to implement effective strategies that did not
alienate the Japanese. Critical to the initial success of the Jesuit campaign was their method
of carefully studying the varied and divergent funeral practices espoused by the numerous
Buddhist sects in Japan, which they classified according to religious and cultural function.
Rituals that were deemed inherently religious were replaced entirely by Christian practices,
while lay customs were adapted in order to ease the conversion process. As the conversion
programme gained ground in Japan in the early seventeenth century, the Jesuits further

differentiated Christian from Buddhist funerary traditions.

An equally powerful change of ritual is described by Imma Ramos, who examines the shifting
ways in which emancipatory death was ritualized in late nineteenth-century Tantric practices
of worshipping the Bengali goddess Tara. Ramos focuses especially on the famous Tantric
practitioner Bamakhepa, and how his tender mother-son relationship with Tara ‘sweetened’
the perception of this traditionally terrifying goddess. Bamakhepa‘s reimaging of Tara, from
destructive deity to maternal protector, not only increased her popularity among a broader
Hindu audience, but also appealed to Bengali nationalists who used the theme of maternal

devotion to protect Bharat Mata (Mother India) against British colonial rule.

Together, the articles in this volume illustrate two important modes of dealing with death:
the personal, and the pragmatic. Death serves a range of agendas that greatly vary in scope,
from the personal to the institutional. At times these agendas overlap, when an individual’s
engagement with death is coopted for aesthetic, religious, and national purposes. Moreover,
the variety of forms used to figure death shape these agenda’s, sculpting versions of death to

suit the mourner’s or the culture’s changing perspective on their relationship with the deceased.

However, the question as to the precise relationship between the personal and the pragmatic
remains. Where does personal engagement end and where does pragmatism take over?
Would the creator of the display surrounding Thomas Lawrence’s death mask have been
able to anticipate the emotions evoked in the spectator, without first having lived through
them? Did the inventor of phantasmagoria shows aim primarily for economical gain, or did he

recognize the heartfelt longing many people evidently had to communicate once more with
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[NTRODUCTION

DEATH serves A RANGE OF
AGENDA’S
THAT GREATLY VARY IN SCOPE,
FROM THE PERSONAL 1O
THE INSTITUTIONAL ...

MOREOVER, THE VARIETY OF
FORMS
USED TO FIGURE DEATH
SHAPE THESE AGENDA'S,
SCULPTING vVEeRSIONS OF DEATH
TOo SUIT THE MOURNER'’S
OR THE CULTURE’S
CHANGING PERSPECTIVE oN
THEIR RELATIONSHIP witH
THE DECEASED.
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deceased loved ones? Were the seventeenth-century Jesuits and the nineteenth-century
Tantric priest concerned with religious strategies, or were they negotiating practices that
better suited their followers’ needs? As this volume illustrates, the issue of death defies such
clear demarcation lines and broad categorizations. Once more, it reminds us that they are

merely a model to represent an infinitely complex reality.

This issue would not have been possible without the help of various colleagues at LUCAS
and elsewhere. First and foremost we would like to thank our publisher, Leiden University
Library, for its continued assistance and enthusiasm after the journal’s successful launch in
2013. We owe particular thanks to Birte Kristiansen at Leiden University Library and to Joy
Burrough-Boenisch for all their kind help and advice in the fields of publishing, information
technology and academic editing. We are very grateful to all the speakers who submitted
their conference papers, to the eight authors for their kind and patient cooperation in the
revision and editing process, and to Joanna Woodall for writing the foreword to this issue. In
addition, we would like to thank our fellow PhD candidates at LUCAS and research institutes
elsewhere who acted as peer reviewers. Particular thanks are due to our colleague Leonor
Veiga, whose skills in layout design and patience in the process were invaluable. A last word
of thanks goes to LUCAS itself and to its management team, Kitty Zijlmans, Geert Warnar and
Korrie Korevaart, for their continued support. Finally, we wish the editorial board of the next

issue success with the second volume resulting from the 2013 conference.

The Editorial Board and Series Editor
Linda Bleijenberg, Odile Bodde, Anna Dlabacova, Erin Downey, Janna Houwen, Jenneka

Janzen, Adrian Lewis, Sara Polak, and Jacqueline Hylkema
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AFFECT THEORY AND POSTHUMOUS PHOTOGRAPHS
OF CHILDREN IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICA

Sarah M. lepson
Temple University, Philadelphia, United States of America

ABSTRACT — This paper elucidates the specific interplay and interaction that
the observer, particularly the surviving parent, has with the posthumous
photograph of a child in nineteenth-century antebellum American culture.
The communication between seer and seen is described here through the concept
of ‘affect’: the capacity for the photograph and the observer to engage in a
discourse of action that creates an intense emotional and physiological encounter
and physical memory. Akin to what science refers to as muscle memory, this
paper claims that parents perceive the image as allowing continued physical
interaction with their deceased child. They are able to rekindle muscle memories
of holding or touching their child as a sensorial product of holding or touching
the photograph of the child. In viewing the work as a significant manifestation of
the body with which one can continue to interact and engage, this paper argues
that nineteenth-century posthumous photographs of children become more than
simple memento mori ritual objects that serve to remind us of the inevitability
of death. Instead, the photographs are elevated to powerful signifiers of physical

presence and engagement beyond death.
INTRODUCTION
This article, which focuses on posthumous photographs, seeks to enrich our

understanding of the interplay between observer and the representation of the

deceased child during the antebellum period in America. The communication
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between object and viewer is more than simply the personal and individually felt
‘punctum’ of which Roland Barthes wrote, but a more collective notion of ‘affect’.
Unlike Barthes’ theory, which is dependent upon his own individual memories
and experiences, affect theory suggests a more universal or fundamental physical
interaction between viewer and object. According to Melissa Gregg and Greg
Seigworth’s Affect Theory Reader (2010), affect appears in the ‘in-between-ness’

and is best described as

[the] visceral forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than
conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond emotion — that
can serve to drive us toward movement, toward thought and
extension [...] or that can even leave us overwhelmed by the

world’s apparent intractability.

Though Gregg and Seigworth note that there is no singular theory of affect,
the broad relevance of the term and its wide applicability support the theoretical
use of affect in the present study of posthumous images, as powerful affective
connections developed between photographs and observers wherein intense

emotional encounters bore physiologically tangible results.

Affect provides a powerful perspective through which to interpret posthumous
images of children thanks to the particularity of the photographic medium,
the power of death, and the intimate relationship between image and viewer
in nineteenth-century America. Some studies, such as Gail Holst-Warhaft’s 2005
article “Remembering the Dead: Laments and Photographs”, find the intersection
of affect theory, death, and photography somewhat ambiguous or problematic.?
According to Holst-Warhaft, “it is the ‘very tangibility’ of photography that makes
murky the relationship between the image, the memory, and the lament of death”.
According to this approach, the fact that the photograph is static and that its
impact is contingent upon the association that the viewer makes between memory
and the image, affective response to the photograph wanes over time.* While

Holst-Warhaft’s point about the personal interplay between viewer and object is

SARAH |EPSON

1 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida:
Reflections on Photography
(New York: Hill and Wang,
1981); and Melissa Gregg and
Gregory J. Seigworth, eds, The
Affect Theory Reader (Durham

& London: Duke University Press
Books, 2010).

2 Gregg and Seigworth,
The Affect Theory Reader, 1.

3 Gail Holst-Warhaft,
“Remembering the Dead:
Laments and Photographs,”
Comparative Studies of South
Asia, Africa and the Middle East
25 (2005): 152.

4. Ibid.
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acknowledged, this paper argues that it is the ‘very tangibility’ of the daguerreotype
that allowed for and inspired a concrete and lasting communicability for the
nineteenth-century mourning parent. The daguerreotype was the first practicable
photographic process involving a silver-coated copper plate that was exposed to
light and chemically developed to reveal an image. Generally small in size, these
plates were protected inside a leather or wooden box that is latched closed and
can be opened to view the image framed within. It is worthwhile, therefore, to
scrutinize some specific examples of posthumous images in order to fully explore

the tangibility of these small and personal objects.

PERPETUAL CORPOREALITY

The daguerreotype case opens to reveal the portrait of a young girl dressed in a
white gown and cap lying upon a cushion; her eyes are closed as if in sleep, and
her cheeks are tinted a pale rose as if flushed (Fig. 1). A soft curl falls upon her
forehead and her arms disappear under a sheet pulled up towards her chest.
An ornamental gold frame and red velvet border surround the photograph,
which rests inside a wooden case, covered in beautifully embossed leather
and equipped with two metal latches to lock the closed case. The lining of the
container — additional red velvet pressed with an organic floral motif — embraces

the visage of the child. While the initial glimpse presents the viewer with a sweet

Fig. 1

Philippa Lee

1853

Tinted quarter-plate daguerreotype
Image courtesy of the Downs
Collection, Winterthur Library,
Delaware

14 | JOURNAL OF THE LUCAS GRADUATE CONFERENCE



and sleeping angelic figure, the continued gaze informs us of the reality of the
image; the girl before the camera is no longer living, but has succumbed to the

finality of death.

Philippa Lee, the young girl in the photograph, was the eldest daughter of Ann
Eliza Gardner and Cassius F. Lee. The Lee family had its roots in Alexandria,
Virginia, where Cassius Lee was a partner in the merchant firm Cazenove
& Company and owned an estate known as Menokin.> An 1870 census indicates
that the large Lee family farm was more valuable than most in the area and
notes that its value in that year was $30,000.° Despite being the first cousin to
Robert E. Lee, Cassius’ fortune came primarily from the substantial inheritance
of his second wife and Philippa’s mother, Ann Eliza Gardner.” Philippa was born
on 8 March 1847, and, according to her mother’s journal and family genealogy,
she “departed this life after a short iliness — December 24th, 1853”. The first of
seven children born to Ann and Cassius, Philippa died just a few months after
the birth of Edmund Jennings Lee in June of 1853.% The cause of her death is
not named, but a closer inspection of the photograph reveals an ulcer upon her
lips, which was likely a symptom of her illness. Several extant family documents
discuss the death of Philippa. One presents a factual and genealogical record
of her death, but her father’s journal clearly laments the loss of his daughter

with this entry:

Saturday. Died. On the 24" of December 1853 [the day the family
were keeping Christmas that day occurring on a Sunday] at 3
o’clock my beloved child Philippa Lee in the 7*" year of her age.
We trust she is a happy unsorrowed spirit where sorrow and death

are unknown.®

While the emotional expression of the journal entry is evident, the detached
nature of the genealogical entry reveals the familiarity of death during the

nineteenth century.

SARAH |EPSON

5 The document notes that the
main house was built around
1850, shortly after the property
was acquired. Philippa would
have spent the last three years
of her life in this estate house.
Peter A. Leach and Sarah
Traum, Documentary Study for
Safeway Redevelopment, 3526
King Street, Alexandria, Virginia
(Alexandria, VA: John Milner
Associates, Inc., 2012), 6.

6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.

8 In the family documents,
Philippa’s parents spell her name
in two distinct ways: Philippa

and Phillippa. For the sake of
consistency in this paper, | have
chosen to use her mother Ann
Gardner’s spelling of Philippa. All
information about Philippa Lee and
her family comes from Winterthur
Museum Library and is part of

the Cazenove-Lee Family Papers,
Collection 83. This quotation
comes from Mrs. Cassius F. Lee,
Series 5, Box 5, Folder 21.

9 The death of the couple’s

sixth child, William Gardner, is
also lamented in Cassius Lee’s
journal, but no photographic
image of this child exists in the
collection. Wintherthur Museum
Library, Collection 83, Cazenove-
Lee Family Papers, Notebooks

of C.C. Gardner, Cassius F. Lee,
Series 5, Box 5, Folder 18.

JOURNAL OF THE LUCAS GRADUATE CONFERENCE |15



PerrETUAL CORPOREALITY

10 Jay Ruby, “Post-Mortem
Portraiture in America,” History
of Photography 8 (1984): 202.

11 Karen Sanchez-Eppler,
Dependent States: The Child’s
Part in Nineteenth-Century
American Culture (Chicago:
University Of Chicago Press,
2005), 102.

In addition to Philippa, the Lee family would also lose a son named William
Gardner, who lived only three short days. The passing of William is not
mentioned in the journal, though the record of his birth and death does
appear alongside the entries for his siblings in the genealogy. Perhaps
Philippa’s death was deemed more significant, more poignant, or more
devastating due to her age or her status as the eldest child. This seems to
be confirmed by the existence of the posthumous daguerreotype as well as
numerous photographs depicting the other surviving members of the family.
Interestingly, neither the journal nor the genealogy mentions the creation or

commission of the posthumous representation.

Photographic images like the one described above are hardly unique in nineteenth-
-century American visual culture; in fact, they are ubiquitous artifacts of mourning
that pervaded antebellum life. However, there is much debate among scholars
about the meaning and interpretation of these works, especially concerning how
surviving family members viewed, perceived, and related to them. Were they simply,
as Jay Ruby suggests in his 1984 article “Post-Mortem Portraiture in America”,
an act of “normal and even therapeutic” behaviour for mourners?'® Or, are they
to be viewed more critically, as Karen Sanchez-Eppler implies in her publication
Dependent States: The Child’s Part in Nineteenth-Century American Culture (2005),
as a complex socio-economic “commodification of affect and social relations
in an ever more urbanized, industrialized, and impersonal America?”*! There is little
doubt that the proliferation of these objects confirms their commercial status and
sentimental importance in nineteenth-century American culture. The present study
pushes beyond the discourses of sentimentality and commercialism pursued by
scholars like Ruby and Sanchez-Eppler to discuss the complex relationship between

viewer and photographic image.

Certainly, this analysis, like others dealing with posthumous photography, is
concerned with memory and experience. Rather than discussing the well-

documented function of posthumous imagery as purely memorial, this article
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suggests that the photographic medium perpetuated physical engagement
with the deceased subject while constructing memory of the departed. In
this discussion a distinct type of affect governs these image types, due to the
peculiar sense of agency embodied in them. Akin to what science refers to as
‘muscle memory’ (when the mind recalls a particular repetitive motor skill
so that it may be undertaken without conscious effort), nineteenth-century
parents perceived photographic images as allowing them continued physical
interaction with their deceased child.'? Accordingly, parents rekindled muscle
memories of holding or touching their child as a sensorial product of holding
or touching the photograph of the child. Moreover, the inclusion of relics
of the departed — a lock of hair encased behind the image — also facilitated
engagement with the physical body of the deceased and encouraged viewing

the work as a quasi-living manifestation of that body.

Such attention to the affective power of the engagement with the image directs
the present article, although in a different manner and historical register.
The analysis of nineteenth-century postmortem photography in this study
addresses the sensorial product of the physical engagement between viewers
and the visual artifact. This discussion takes into account the metaphorical
and symbolic way in which individuals used the photographic manifestation of
their lost child to maintain a concrete physical relationship. Though there are
several ways of presenting this relationship, this article focuses primarily on

the image of the child as the ‘sleeping angel’. While further considering each of

. . . ) . 12 For more on the science
these categories enumerates the variety of ways in which nineteenth-century of muscle or motor memory,
photographers conceived of images of the dead, focusing on one here clarifies  see Richard A. Schmidt,
the complexity of the relationship between object and viewer. The conceptual ~ Motor Control and Learning:
. . ) ) . ) A Behavioral Emphasis
strategies of the photographs directly impacted the way in which the viewer (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics,
engaged with and was affected by the image. While many scholars contend  1999); John W. Krakauer and
that portraits of death or of the dead function in a consistent manner withina  ReéZa Shadmehr, “Consolidation
) ) o ) of Motor Memory,” Trends in
particular cultural time or place, this discussion argues that a far more complex Neurosciences 29, 1 (2006):

and varied reality existed. 58-64.
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13 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle
Tom’s Cabin (New York: Barnes &
Noble Classics, 1852), 293.

14 1bid. 291-292.
15 Ibid. 285.

16 Both the Thanatos Archive
and Antique Photo Album sites
allow members to search the
database and include a forum
in which members exchange
information about the images
or share additional image or
content. “Thanatos Archive,”
http://thanatos.net/. “Antique
Photo Album,” http://www.
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The heavy eyelashes drooped softly on the pure cheek; the head
was turned a little to one side, as if in natural sleep, but there
was diffused over every lineament of the face that high celestial
expression, that mingling of rapture and repose, which showed it
was no earthly or temporary sleep, but the long, sacred rest which

“He giveth to his beloved.”*?

This excerpt from Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), the woeful death of Little Eva, illustrates
the mid-nineteenth-century cultural construction of conceptual representations of
childhood mortality. Eva, in chapters 26 and 27, faces not only death, but also the
“dawning of immortal life” and the passage “from death unto life”.** Before her
untimely departure, Eva implores her family and friends to “not live idle, careless,
thoughtless lives” so that they will “become angels, and be angels forever”.*> Eva’s
death is described as a deep sleep from which the angelic child will never awaken.
In this way, the incredibly popular character of Eva becomes the literary sleeping
angel figure that helped inspire photographers and bereaved parents to utilize the

same model when depicting a deceased child in visual terms.

The aforementioned photograph of Philippa, her death occurring during the same
year as the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, exemplifies the most common type
of representation of the dead child: the sleeping angel. Designed specifically to
deny the reality of death, the sleeping angel pose presented the viewer with
an opportunity to look at the child as if he or she is quite alive and peacefully
dreaming. The immense popularity of this image type is seen in the vast number
of daguerreotypes, tintypes — a slightly later photographic process of exposing a
chemically treated tin plate, and other early photographic prints made in the mid
to late nineteenth century. Large online databases such as the Thanatos Archive
and the Antique Photo Album, along with physical collections like the Burns Archive
in New York City, attest to the historical popularity of posthumous, memorial, and
mourning photographs, as well as the contemporary interest in these images.®

Within these substantial collections, a few prime examples of the posthumous
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image trope of the ‘sleeping angel’ exist. In many of these images, the child appears
lying upon a bed or couch as if in slumber. In an example called Unknown Child from
the Antique Photo Album collection, the child’s head rests upon a pillow, cocked
slightly to the side, with hands delicately placed upon a white ruffled garment
(Fig. 2). A plaid bedsheet covers the lower half of the body, and the camera angle
encourages the viewer’s perspective to be that of the adoring parent looking down
upon a resting child. Deceptive props and colouring techniques often aid in the
creation of an illusion of life. Or, at the very least, help to convince the viewer that

the child has been caught sleeping by the photographer.

Fig. 2

Unknown Child

c. 1850s

Quarter-plate daguerreotype

Image courtesy of the Antique Photo

Album Collection

In an early description of posthumous daguerreotypes, the photographer
N.G. Burgess noted that images of the dead tended to be obvious as such,
but he made an exception for images like that of the Unknown Child and
Philippa: “all likenesses taken after death will of course only resemble the
inanimate body, nor will there appear in the portrait anything like life itself,
except indeed the sleeping infant, on whose face the playful smile of innocence

sometimes steals even after death”.’” Photographs like this provided the viewer
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17 Jay Ruby, Secure the Shadow:
Death and Photography in
America (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1995), 69.

JOURNAL OF THE LUCAS GRADUATE CONFERENCE |19



PerrETUAL CORPOREALITY

with the opportunity to deny the reality of death and accept the child as a
peacefully resting angel. However, the ubiquitous nature of images like these
made it impossible to completely overlook the physical and metaphysical
presence of death. Despite the photograph’s intention of deception and the
viewer’s willingness to accept the illusion, posthumous representations rarely

completely dispelled the specter of death.

This acceptance of the illusion of life, while difficult to understand from a modern
point of view, lines up with the nineteenth-century popular interest in practices
like Spiritualism. Once as pervasive in American culture as the images described
above, the Spiritualist movement capitalized on a growing discontent with
evangelical religious order and authority while simultaneously providing ‘proof’
of the everlasting life and spiritual immortality promised by religious ideology.
It managed to achieve both of these ends through the communion of living and
dead, through the work of mediums who could speak to the souls of the deceased,
and through the belief that the dead still walked among us as spiritual beings.
In particular, Spiritualism provided “consolation and reassurance to bereaved
Americans who [...] could no longer accept the harsh views of evangelicalism
about the fate of their loved ones”.'® Ann Braude’s publication Radical Spirits:
Spiritualism and Women'’s Rights in Nineteenth-Century America (2001) provides
an excellent study of how Spiritualism might relate specifically to women and the
loss of a young child. One example appears in the life of Annie Denton Cridge who

lost her son, Denton Cridge, a few months after his birth.

According to the obituaries for Denton Cridge, Annie’s separation from her child
18 Ann Braude, Radical Spirits:

was momentary, as she recounted watching his spirit leave his body to join the
Spiritualism and Women’s

Rights in Nineteenth-Century spirits of his previously departed grandparents. However, Denton’s spirit did not

America (Bloomington and  actually depart this world. In her first Spiritualist moment, Cridge states that
Indianapolis: Indiana University

she “held her child in her arms every day”.*® Though Cridge states that the child
Press, 2001), 6.

that she held “weighed nothing”, one of the enduring tenets of Spiritualism was

19 Ibid. 1. manifestations; physical engagements with the departed soul, which Braude notes
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was the “real and effective source of consolation”.?° Braude goes on to state that
these manifestations were the avenue through which surviving family members
and friends were able to reconnect with the departed. Furthermore, it is this
reconciliation with the deceased, through simultaneous spiritual and physical
manifestation, that led many Americans to seek out the aid of the Spiritualist
medium. While the most direct link between Spiritualism and photography arises
in the 1860s with William H. Mumler’s spirit photographs, there is a correlation
between the desires of those seeking Spiritualist engagement with the deceased

and the rise of the ubiquitous posthumous portrait.

If the image were independent of its frame and case, viewers might mistake
Philippa’s rosy cheeks as signs of life, and the image itself as a sentimental
representation of a peacefully sleeping youth. Children were notoriously
difficult to capture at the outset of the photographic era of the nineteenth
century due to their inability to remain still and the long exposure times of the
daguerreotype. In rare cases, such as Sleeping Child (1865) by Oscar Rejlander,
the photographer actually managed to capture the living child as a figure at rest
(Fig. 3). The emphatic aestheticism of Rejlander’s photograph contrasted strongly
with the more realistic and affective image of Philippa. Rejlander’s portrait was
steeped in art historical traditions of idealization most closely associated with
the representation of putti — small, male, winged infant figures that appear in the

art of the Renaissance and Baroque periods. The latter iconography, originating

Fig. 3

Sleeping Child

Oscar Rejlander

c. 1865

Platinum print

Image courtesy of Royal
Photographic Society, National
Media Museum, Science &

Society Picture Library, London

20 lbid. 1 and 49.
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in the Greco-Roman tradition, appeared in Guido Reni’s influential seventeenth-
century Sleeping Cupid, where the angelic cherub is aligned with the presentation

of the perfect and idyllic sleeping child (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4

The Sleeping Cupid
Guido Reni
Seventeenth century
Qil on canvas

In both Rejlander’s and Reni’s works, the figure of a plump infant lies upon bed
sheets before a cascading curtain. Without the benefit of colour to juxtapose the
crisp whiteness of the sheet with the flushed skin-tone of the child, Rejlander’s
photograph relied upon texture and pattern. The smooth paleness of the infant’s
body contrasts beautifully against the deep-toned and richly patterned fabric of
its surroundings. Both the stylized composition and the idealized representation
promoted the allegorical understanding of these images and allowed Rejlander
to align photography with the classic aestheticism of painting. Moreover,
by alluding to the subject of the sleeping cupid, Rejlander’s image capitalized on

the sentimental idealism of the nineteenth century.

In light of the popularity of such sentimental imagery during the nineteenth
century, some viewers could have mistaken a photograph like that of Philippa
for one of a flushed and sleeping youth, taken in a still and reclining pose. The
cognitive conflict that viewers must have felt upon recognizing the postmortem
condition of the angelic sleeping child would have been compounded by the
tension between the peaceful repose of sleep and the endless state of death.

Despite the attempt by artists to masquerade the postmortem images of
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cherubic, sleeping children, the onlooker became poignantly aware of what
Burgess referred to as the “sombre hue of death” that conspicuously pervaded
the image.?* Unlike Rejlander’s photograph, the posthumous presentation
of a child lacked the aesthetic appurtenances of the idealized sleeping cupid
in favor of realistic representation. In particular, Rejlander’s combination of
the full-length figural form with a natural and lifelike pose contrasts strongly
with the stiff posture of the figure of Philippa. While the posthumous image
represents a nearly full-length figure, the stiff pose of the sitter denies the
aesthetic appeal apparent in Rejlander’s image. In the case of the image of
Philippa, the closely cropped image that focuses in on the figure contrasts with
Rejlander’s composition, which plays with the aesthetic juxtaposition of the

child’s form and the carefully chosen decorative elements.

The nineteenth-century experience of the image of the ‘sleeping angel’ becomes
more palpable when its use or function is taken into account. Small images like that
of Philippa would certainly have been tucked away in a private location: a chest of
drawers, a memory box or hope chest, or other personal space. Even if displayed,
it is likely that it would have stood upon a bedside or dressing table in a private
bedroom, rather than the more public rooms of the home.?> Moreover, the very
physicality of the daguerreotype lent itself to a private, personal experience. Holding
the object in the palm of the hands, the owner needed to unlock and open the
case, revealing the photograph within. The soft, velvet lining of the daguerreotype
case, complete with pressed decorative patterns, protected the presentation of
the body within. Echoing the deliberate curl upon Philippa’s forehead, the curling
pattern on the velvet lining encouraged the viewer to touch the object with a finger
— an act that would effectively mimic the stroking of the departed child’s hair. The
significance of this type of touch is evident in diary entries and personal letters that
speak of the last embrace between mother and child, as in the 1821 letter by Susan
Huntington: “l took him in my arms; and, in a few minutes, he breathed his last sigh,
as sweetly as ever a spirit disencumbered itself of its earthly habitation; and, before

I knew it, he was in heaven”.?® Of particular significance to this discussion, the direct
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correlation between the physical engagement of touch and the departure of the
soul to heaven indicates an intermingling of physical and spiritual ideals, like that

discussed in relation to the Spiritualist movement.

This intermingling of material and incorporeal occurs when the viewer observed
the image of a young child enclosed within the daguerreotype case in much
the same way that the physical body of the deceased was safely placed within
the casket for burial. The difference, of course, was that the surviving family
members, particularly the parents, could re-open the daguerreotype case and
view their child’s face long after the casket and body had been buried. This diary
entry by Elizabeth Prentiss clearly expresses the poignant pain of loss and the

longing to see the child’s face once more:

Here | sit with empty hands. | have had the little coffin in my arms, but
my baby’s face could not be seen, so rudely had death marred it. Empty
hands, empty hands [...] and unutterable longings to flee from a world
that has had for me so many sharp experiences. [...] God help me, my

little lost Eddy!?*

The overwhelming desire to recall the baby’s face provides a key motive for a
parent to commission a postmortem photograph. Moreover, the desire to
envision the child as a perpetually extant spiritual being is maintained physically
through the daguerreotype image. As noted by the author W.A. in an 1834

edition of Mother’s Magazine:

Be not rash, therefore, to speak of that infant which perished like a
blossom from your arms, as a fleeting and unimportant thing. That infant
mind which here on earth was folded up like a bud, expands and blooms

in the light and warmth of heaven.®

Since viewers could physically interact with the object and the image, and since the
figure appeared to be both sleeping and flushed with life, the daguerreotype became

a corporeal memorial to the deceased. While the posthumous painted portrait was
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capable of bringing the child ‘back to life’ in a more convincing and realistic manner,
it also created a physical distance between the viewer and the subject. The painted
portrait creates a different response by elevating the child’s spiritual significance
and allowing the viewer to pass over the physical loss and cleave to the thought of
spiritual redemption and everlasting heavenly life. In contrast, the daguerreotype
focused the viewer’s attention on the physicality of the object and the perpetuation

of tactile engagement with the visage of the lost loved one.

The daguerreotype image, however, within its elaborate case and with its
general inability to capture a child in true life-like manner, functioned as a
permanent display of physical loss. In addition, it served as a palpable object
with which the parent or surviving viewer could somatically interact. In the
face of death, parents could fictively continue to embrace their lost child by
holding and caressing the daguerreotype. It enabled the family to maintain a
corporeal engagement with the child, despite the physical loss through death.
While the image of Philippa certainly provided the family with a reminder of
the young girl’s short life, other images, like the painted portraits, functioned

to perpetually unite the family.

CONCLUSION

Though posthumous photographs were taken of adults, adolescents, toddlers,
infants, and even pets, there is a striking difference between them. While there
are, of course, exceptions to every rule, many postmortem photographs of adult
sitters tended to be less allegorical and more obviously direct in their depiction
of death. Images of children assuaged the viewer’s grief by suggesting a graceful,
delicate, and peaceful death or, as | argue, a corporeal continuity between life
and death. Representations of fully matured individuals, on the other hand,
were often more straightforward and more blatantly direct about death and its
presence. Though photographers were always careful and cautious to depict the

departed loved one in the best possible manner, there was less attempt with
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older sitters to deny death’s presence. Though not unheard of, it is less popular
to see an adult figure propped up in a chair or presented in such a way as to
convince the viewer of their animation. Moreover, while it is not uncommon to
see images of ‘sleeping’ adults tucked into bed or lying upon a couch, it is also
not rare to see images that blatantly expose death through the display of running

bodily fluids or obvious causes of trauma.?®

As Stanley Burns suggests in his notations for an 1857 tintype of an old woman
with discharge coming from her nose, the inclusion of such graphic detail as the
bloody discharge could reflect the belief that, “death should not be beautified,
but shown in its natural, often horrific state”.?” This same attitude that one
should be confronted with the realities of death is clearly not applied to images
of young children. Obviously, this notion of death as horrific loss, as painful
departure, and as sad end, is far more easily stomached when it pertains to
an individual who has lived a full life, achieved adulthood, and pursued the
pleasures and misfortunes inherent in existence. The lessons to be gleaned
from the death of a mature person are far different from those to be taken

from the passing of an infant or toddler.

Similarly, each interaction with an image that depicts the death of an adult
suspends a particular set of affective forces between viewer and work. These
forces are in contrast to those experiences when the image reveals the lifeless
body of a young child. The nurturing sensations of touching or embracing the
physical body that seem to pervade the writing of nineteenth-century women
in relation to their departed children does not seem to exist in the same way
when they speak of losing elderly parents or middle-aged siblings. While the
loss and emptiness created by death is felt initially in the same way, the process

of bereavement and the affect of posthumous images are distinct.

The understanding of these images is further elucidated when the changing

notions of childhood innocence and forgiveness of original sin that pervaded
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nineteenth-century life are analysed. The calls to God to protect and care for
the child departing this world by a ‘good death’ and the repeated declarations
that the child was to be reborn in heaven suggest that the notion of youthful
innocence was a driving force in the mourning process. So often, obituaries
describe the departed, both child and adult, in terms of their piousness and
religious qualities. This seems to have been particularly true for children, who
escaped the wickedness of original sin before finding peace in heaven. While
the concept of meeting again in heaven would also apply to the loss of parents
or older friends and family, the importance of a sinless passing was particularly

significant in the case of a deceased child.

In contrast to the posthumous painted portrait, the daguerreotype carried with
it a more private or personal connotation matched only by the delicate art of
miniature portraits, immensely popular from the sixteenth to the eighteenth
century and less so in the nineteenth and twentieth. The typically larger painted
image hanging upon a wall conveyed a particular sense of spiritual guidance to
the family and to other viewers of the work; the child appears hanging above the
viewer and is often depicted as an idealized and angelic figure. Moreover, the
way in which the viewer engaged with that image was distinctly different from
how one would visually bond with a small photographic image. As noted above,
the act of holding the daguerreotype of a departed loved one or family member
was a particularly intimate, corporeal experience. It allowed for the physical tie
between the deceased and the survived to continue. This physical interaction
was impossible in the larger painted portrait, a medium inherently distanced by

its material nature and aesthetic conventions.

For a parent, there was nothing that could replace feeling the weight of embracing
a child. Many parents spoke of the quick development of their children and how
the sweetness of infancy was soon lost to the age of the toddler. Just as the state
of childhood was momentary, so the state of existence was transitory. However,

the posthumous photograph, particularly those of young children, toddlers,
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and infants, provided proof that each second of that process of maturation was
significant and that those moments could be extended and re-experienced through
the image. These depictions of children, in many ways, denied the separation of

death and the fleeting quality of life while extending the union of living and dead.

28 | JOURNAL OF THE LUCAS GRADUATE CONFERENCE



CASTING PRESENCE

THE DEATH MASK OF SIR THOMAS LAVWRENCE
AS A SITE OF REMEMBRANCE

Emily Knight

Formerly University of Oxford, United Kingdom

JOURNAL OF THE LUCAS GRADUATE CONFERENCE |29



CASTING PRESENCE

INTRODUCTION

The death mask of Sir Thomas Lawrence (1769-1830) moulded into the shape of
his head (Fig. 1), rests on a pillow, his suggested body tucked beneath the covers
revealing just a corner of his bed shirt to the viewer. With his lips slightly parted
and his eyelids faintly creased, he has an expression of calm repose and appears
as if peacefully sleeping. The nature of this display provides an intimate encounter
with Lawrence’s image. Forming a fragment of the imagined space of the artist’s
bedroom, it zooms-in on the moment of death itself. To the contemporary viewer
an object of this kind was a way of holding onto the image of the deceased. As
the body faded away, the trace of its presence remained, and thus it could be
contemplated as a means of remembrance, simultaneously drawing attention to
the moment of death and one’s own finitude. Throughout the nineteenth century
mourning practices shifted from the public sphere to the private domain and in this
way, Lawrence’s death mask and its mode of display demonstrate this change. This
study will consider how death is represented in Lawrence’s death mask and how
its display affected the way in which contemporary viewers interpreted it, in turn

revealing early nineteenth-century attitudes towards death and remembrance.

Fig. 1

Death mask of Sir Thomas Lawrence (1769-1830)
1830

Plaster

44.5x31.5cm

© National Portrait Gallery, London
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During Lawrence’s lifetime, the taking of death masks was a common practice.
The vast majority of famous faces in Ernst Benkard’s comprehensively illustrated
1929 book, Undying Faces: A Collection of Death Masks, preserve the images of
a great many men born in the eighteenth and dying in the nineteenth century.*
During this time, it was common for masks to be commissioned by families and
admirers to commemorate the life of a particular person, as well as by artists to
create posthumous portraits. Lawrence himself used the death mask of William
Pitt the Younger, alongside a portrait bust by Joseph Nollekens in order to create

his own posthumous portrait of the British Prime Minister.

The sudden rise in the production of death masks at this time was in part a symptom
of the culture of cast-making in general, which was at its zenith during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. Casts were used as a way of reproducing architectural
elements and sculptural works, preserving and transporting the features of a
particular object or building to another place and time. They eternalized the image
of something and provided a visual point of reference for items out of sight, at a
distance or no longer present. As a result, the plaster cast held a central position in
the art education of the time with its emphasis on the copying and referencing of
other works of art.? Could it be that the widespread interest in visual reproduction
of this kind is indicative of the public being in some way ready for the repetitious
visual process soon to be found in photography?? It is apt therefore, to consider the
death mask of an artist who was working in this particular cultural moment when

the creation of death masks was at its most prevalent.

THE PRESENTATION OF LAWRENCE’S DEATH MASK

The National Portrait Gallery describes the maker of Lawrence’s death mask as
“unknown artist”. According to Laurence Hutton, however, the mask was made
by the sculptor Edward H. Baily.* Richard Walker supports this assertion by
noting the similarity between Baily’s posthumous marble bust of Lawrence and

the death mask, suggesting a clear familiarity with the painter’s facial features.®
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6 Ibid. 311. Walker suggests that
Baily may well have consulted
Lawrence’s death mask in

order to create his posthumous
portrait.

7 Such as Sir Walter Scott’s death
mask at Abbotsford. Cast in
bronze, it rests on a cushion with
folds of fabric underneath his
chin, likewise rendered in bronze.
Though it is clear from the large
scar across his skull that this can
in no way be the kind of ‘sleeping
portrait’ discussed with regards
to Lawrence’s death mask, it rests
in a way that gives it an intimacy

Additionally, the toga-like cloak worn by Lawrence in Baily’s portrait recalls the
bedclothes draped across Lawrence’s imagined shoulder in the sculpted addition
to his death mask.® The unusual presentation of the mask makes it a particularly
intriguing example to consider with regards to the portrayal of death within this
context. Though there are other examples in which a death mask has been placed
on a sculpted pillow, when viewing the two largest collections of these objects at
the Anatomical Museum at the University of Edinburgh and the Laurence Hutton
Collection of Life and Death Masks at Princeton University, it is far more common
to see the neck of a death mask shaped into a stand than it was to create an

imagined real-world setting.”

In addition to the sculptural element of Lawrence’s death mask, there was a

further aspect to its presentation which distinguishes it as an object of note.

Fig. 2 Fig. 3

Lid of the original box containing Sir Thomas Self-portrait
Lawrence’s death mask Sir Thomas Lawrence
Mezzotint by Samuel Cousins, published 22 c. 1825

April 1830 Oil on canvas
45.7x32.5cm 91x71.4cm

© National Portrait Gallery, London © Royal Academy of Arts, London
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At the time of its donation to Britain’s National Portrait Gallery in 1911, the death
mask was kept within a wooden box with a glass lid (Fig. 2).8 Encased within the
lid, there is a mezzotint of the artist in life by Samuel Cousins after Lawrence’s
final and unfinished self-portrait (Fig. 3). It is impossible to say what Lawrence
intended to paint in the bottom half of his portrait but when Richard Evans made
his copy of the work, he felt it necessary to include the artist’s palette and brushes
in the composition as an emblematic show of his artistic prowess (Fig. 4). Though
Cousins’s mezzotint closely follows Lawrence’s original painting, it is interesting
to see that the artist’s tools were not forgotten and still found their place in
the overall presentation of the death mask. Placed inside the lid in a visible
compartment, Lawrence’s actual chalk, stubs and pencil, along with a lock of his
hair are displayed, thereby mirroring the religious practice of containing actual

remnants of a person’s body within a reliquary. Coupled with the fact that at the

Fig. 4

Richard Evans after Sir Thomas Lawrence
Sir Thomas Lawrence

c.1825

Qil on canvas

92.1x71.1cm

National Portrait Gallery, London

JOURNAL OF THE LUCAS GRADUATE CONFERENCE |33

Emity KNIGHT

and sensitivity that is lacking

in the more commonly found
medical/phrenological casts.
Bearing this example in mind, the
presentation of Lawrence’s death
mask is unusual, but by no means
one of a kind.

8 The brass handles that were
originally affixed to the box
arrived at the Gallery a few days
later. The Heinz Archive and
Library, National Portrait Gallery,
London, NPG46/17/35.



CASTING PRESENCE

9 Richard Brilliant “Portraiture,”
in Encyclopaedia of Aesthetics,
ed. Michael Kelly (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1998).
Oxford Art Online: http://www.
oxfordartonlint.com/subscriber/
article/opr/t234/e0413
[accessed 15 August 2013].
Though Brilliant is discussing
portraits in general, | find this

a fitting statement for my
argument, which | will go on to
discuss in greater detail.

10 Joseph Farington, The
Farington Diary, Vol. VIl (June 10,
1811, to December 18, 1814) ed.

James Greig (New York: George
H. Doran Company, 1923), 84.
11 The Scott exhibition,

time of its donation, the box was accompanied by a cast of Lawrence’s right hand
(Fig. 5), the outlet for his creativity, the collection of objects work as a descriptive
and literal substitution, “a comprehensive sign”, to use Richard Brilliant’s phrase, of
the artist’s mind and body.® The addition of this box with its various paraphernalia,
therefore, sets Lawrence’s death mask apart. The entire display, then, proffers

a unique glimpse of how people viewed death and commemorated life at the

beginning of the nineteenth century.

Fig. 5

Cast of Sir Thomas Lawrence’s right hand
Unknown artist

1820

Plaster

© National Portrait Gallery, London

THE AURA OF AUTHENTICITY

To the present-day Western viewer, the experience of viewing death masks
is unsettling. Death does not have a prominent presence in the visual fabric
of our society; largely reserved to scorn wrongdoers or excite pathos is tragic
humanitarian crises. The image of death rarely features in funerary rites or
mourning practices and has thus come to be considered macabre. To the early
nineteenth-century viewer, however, images of the dead and death masks
specifically, were far more common and thus interpreted in a wholly different
way. They were not considered to be shocking, but rather a means by which
the viewers could enact their mourning and reflect on a life passed. In his diary
entry dated 23 May 1812, Joseph Farington recorded the great number of people
who visited the death mask of the recently assassinated Prime Minister, Spencer
Perceval (1762-1812). He described how “many are much affected when viewing
[the death mask]”.’® A few years later in the centenary exhibition of Sir Walter

Scott, an account of the reaction to the author’s death mask was included in the
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accompanying catalogue: “there was perhaps nothing in the whole Exhibition
of greater interest than the original Mask”.}* These objects possessed a kind of
agency that stirred rather than shocked the nineteenth-century viewer. Unlike
artistically rendered portraits, the mould from which the cast had been taken
had touched Scott’s face and thus the death mask possessed something of the
man that no other portrait could hope to achieve. It was the coming-into-contact
that was important to the viewer; it somehow imbued the cast with an aura of

authenticity, forging a direct connection with the deceased.

Itisimportant to note at this point, that the exact meaning of the term ‘death mask’
has shifted over time and did not in fact, come into its present day usage until fairly
recently.?? In the first half of the nineteenth century, these objects were more likely
to be described as “a cast taken after death”.®> When Lawrence’s death mask was
donated to the National Portrait Gallery at the beginning of the twentieth century,
the accompanying note describes it as a “Plaster cast from a death-mask”.**
So whereas we now attribute the term ‘death mask’ to the cast itself, at this time,
it stood for the mould, the negative, the material that had masked the face. The
fuller description given in this note, as well as the aforementioned example, seems
to emphasize this direct contact beyond our present day usage of the term; it is
not simply an image of the dead, but one made directly from the dead. In this
way, these objects fall into Charles Sanders Peirce’s sign category of ‘index’, that is,
“a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes by virtue of being really affected
by that Object”.*> So whereas artistically rendered portraiture implies a distancing
between the sitter and the artist, the death mask provides us with a solid, indexical
image of a person, warts and all. It carries a kind of truthfulness impossible to
achieve in a painted or sculpted portrait. As Benkard wrote in his book on death

masks, they are, “works of art from Nature’s own workshop”.*®

Approaching the death mask as an exact and unalterable image, however,
is highly problematic and was certainly considered as such during the early

nineteenth century. Teetering on the boundary of impression and exactitude,
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masks are taken,” in Ibid. 44.

it is an extreme likeness in the sense that it goes beyond our normative sense
of portraiture having come into direct contact with the face of a person.
It adopts, in fact, a liminal position between Peirce’s ‘icon” and ‘index’, in that
it both represents and has been directly ‘affected’ by Lawrence’s face. Certain
choices, however, could be made within the casting process that prevent this
type of image-making from being wholly automatic and exact, and in numerous
cases, aesthetic alterations were made in order to render the final object more
pleasing to the eye or descriptive of the sitter’s status. Lawrence’s death mask
for example, was augmented after the casting process in order to enhance its
function as a memorial. After the cast had set, it was painted with a cream
varnish, thereby smoothing the surface and giving the plaster a marble-like
appearance. By mimicking the material of commemorative portrait busts, the

role of the death mask as an object of remembrance was thus exaggerated.

Aside from a superficial and intended adaption such as this, if numerous casts were
taken from the original mould, the detail in the resultant object would be increasingly
diminished. If additional moulds were made from these later casts, further softening
of the image would occur, which would occasionally necessitate re-working in order
to preserve the likeness of the sitter. Furthermore, the very nature of human flesh
affected the final mould. As Georg Kolbe (1877-1947) writes in his description of
the casting process, “only if the dead are already cold, do they offer an immovable,
unchangeable image for our operators”.}” So before the mould was even made, a
delay in proceedings could also have an effect on the appearance of the final cast.
Of course, the main purpose of the death mask at this time was to preserve the face
of the dead at the moment in which likeness-to-life starts to disappear, in much the
same way that a photograph freezes a fleeting moment on to paper. Both types of
image remain present as the original fades away. The power of the death mask for
the nineteenth-century viewer, therefore, lay not in the object’s seeming exactitude
but in its ability to hold on to the image of a person at a particular moment in time. As
the plaster cast dried within the mould, the moment of transition between presence

and absence was solidified; it was a filling-out of a person’s absence.
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In his book The Ground of the Image, Jean-Luc Nancy takes this idea of a presence
slipping into absence a step further by saying that the death mask does not capture
nor represent the face of the departed, but causes the viewer to contemplate
death.'® It as the contemplative element of this proposition that is particularly apt
for the discussion of nineteenth-century attitudes towards death masks, in the
way that these objects affected the viewer and aroused a heightened awareness
of personal mortality. In artistically rendered portraiture, the viewer experiences
a kind of self-reflexive similitude but when viewing an image of death, this process
is disrupted; the image forces the viewer to contemplate one’s own demise.
As Marcia Pointon has described, there is a ‘pull towards death’ in bodily casts,
which underline the fact that life and death cannot be mutually exclusive states.*®
Death is an inherent part of life and during the early nineteenth century, masks

like Lawrence’s would have demonstrated this fact to the viewers.

ART AND IMPRINT

In the case of Lawrence’s death mask, the physical proximity of the mezzotint with
his death mask brought the peculiarity between art and imprint into sharp focus.
By attaching a portrait of Lawrence in life, the viewer, as it was originally intended,
could absorb an image of the artist in his prime before lifting the lid and crossing
the boundary between past and present, life and death, to witness the uncanny
image of Lawrence’s dead face. The process of accessing the death mask in this
way is lost in its current display within a plastic box but imagining the act as it was
originally conceived provides a potent insight into the ceremonial contact that this

kind of display engendered during the first half of the nineteenth century.

The close positioning of these binary modes of representation highlighted the
separation between life and death. The first image is a self-portrait, a subjective
representation from the artist’s own perspective. He meets the viewer head-on
with the intense stare of a man who has spent his life looking. Significantly, it is

the only portrait of the artist in his later years and possesses an appropriate self-
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confident composure. In contrast, the death mask beneath is a passive image, in
that it lacks animation and expression with its white, hard flesh and closed eyes,
preventing direct engagement with the viewer. It represents the absolute finality

of death that cannot be avoided or altered in anyway.

The relationship between the elements of this display had further implications
with regard to its interpretation. Unlike the instances whereby death masks were
displayed much like their painted or sculpted counterparts, Lawrence’s cast and
the small container in which it was housed converted the image of the artist from
commemorative monument to personal memorial. The mask was encountered
on a more intimate level and fitted more closely with the Victorian culture of
mourning by way of the material artefact that became increasingly pronounced
as the century progressed. Deborah Lutz discusses this revival of relic culture
during the nineteenth century, which she argues, developed into a more secular
and intimate form of remembrance.?’ She proposes that this was the result of a
twofold drive to retain proof that the deceased still existed in some way and to
focus one’s attention on the moment of loss at the point of death.? Viewed in
these terms, the death mask forced the viewer into an almost liminal position;
it was life-affirming whilst also acknowledging the loss of that life. Lawrence’s
death mask and its display case thus acted as a personal tie to the loss of a
loved one, exhibiting traces, remnants and artefacts associated with the artist
at the point of his death. Archibald Keightley, friend and executor of Lawrence’s
estate, originally owned the death mask and so it is likely that he created the box
and made the decision to include the other objects as well as the mezzotint.??
Assuming that this is the case, the care and time that it must have taken to create
the final presentation box is testament to the high esteem in which he held
Lawrence and suggests a keen desire to memorialize the artist and his life’s work.
By adding objects that Lawrence touched on a daily basis and an actual remnant
of his body, Keightley’s commemorative gesture epitomizes Lutz’s assertion as to

the process of mourning that she discusses in her article.
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Whereas the death mask is an imprint of the body, in contact with the person
by second remove, Lawrence’s pencil and chalk related to the artist by way of
touch, adding another non-visual facet to the viewer’s interpretation of the
object. Just like the holy relics of Christian practice, these objects could be
viewed as secondary relics, having been owned, used and touched by Lawrence
himself. Much akin to a saintly shroud stained by the blood of Christ, the objects
were imbued with a fascinating allure, just a small step away from the artist’s
body.? They did not resemble the artist nor were they part of him, but still they
inhabited a kind of presence-as-absence, an intangible aura of authenticity, albeit
in an entirely different way.?* As Peirce’s theory of indices makes clear, just as
“A sundial or a clock indicates the time of day”, so too did Lawrence’s tools
indicate his existence and artistic genius, in a sense keeping them alive in the

present, and conversely, recognizing that the act of creation was now at an end.”

The other significant addition to the lid of the container was the lock of Lawrence’s
hair. Like his tools, the hair was not a likeness, or a representation of the artist, but
the abject remains of his body; it assumed “the in-between, the ambiguous, the
composite”.?® The hair had not merely come into contact with Lawrence but was
actually part of him, which added another dimension to the presentation of his
death mask. It proved that Lawrence had been there, that, as Roland Barthes writes,
he had “been absolutely, irrefutably present”.?” Preserving hair in this manner was
a way of literally holding on to the body — as well as the memory — of a person
after death. Much has been written about the use of human hair in jewellery as
a mode of remembrance, which is important to consider in light of the inclusion
of Lawrence’s hair.?® According to Marcia Pointon, jewellery incorporating human
hair started in the Middle Ages and was particularly prevalent in Christian practice,
which, she goes on to suggest, is due to a passage from the book of Revelations in

which a lock of hair can be taken as a sign of possible reunion with the deceased.?
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Holding on to an actual body part was a way of bridging the divide between past
and present, living and dead. By the nineteenth century, jewellery that incorporated
locks of hair was commonplace, used as a synecdoche for the deceased. Thomas
Laqueur explains that “it became the corporeal auto-icon par excellence [...] the
real standing for the symbolic — perhaps not eternally incorruptible but long lasting

enough, a bit of a person that lives eerily on as a souvenir.”*

The use of Lawrence’s hair in this case, presented in conjunction with the death
mask, is an interesting moment of a meeting between index and symbol, or
the real as symbol, as an all-encompassing mode of remembrance. The imprint
of Lawrence’s face cast in plaster was given a new and weightier significance by
this actual vestige of the man. Geoffrey Batchen considers this meeting of signs
in relation to various items of jewellery that combine a photograph and a lock of
hair, providing a productive point of comparison for my present example.3! Pointing
out the increase in the inclusion of photographs and hair in mourning jewellery
during the nineteenth century, he questions if it was necessary to combine the two
together, and if so, what the one did to the other under these circumstances. The
photograph, he argues, is “present as a visual trace even when absent as a material
thing”, so why interfere with an image that functions so well with a physical remnant
that is so crude and carnal?3? The same, of course, can be said for the death mask.
What did the lock of hair add to the experience of viewing Lawrence’s cast, which

described his face as opposed to an abstract remnant of his body?

Batchen considers the relationship between the photograph and lock of hair as
a way of memorializing the life of a loved one in relation to a commemorative
locket in which a photograph has been placed in one side and a lock of hair
encased in the other. In this way, the ‘unhindered immediacy of representation’
that characterizes photography is met face-to-face with the actual remnant of the
person depicted.?®* The implication in this coupling, however, is that the one is not
sufficient without the other. The photograph does not adequately represent the

person depicted, and neither does the synecdochic lock of hair. Batchen’s assertion
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that in this juxtaposition the photograph emerges as an image that sacrifices its
own materiality in favour of its referent (the person depicted) is similar to Louis
Kaplan’s argument about the photograph as an invisible, a ‘transparent’ gateway
to the original referent.3* Can Lawrence’s death mask, though, be seen in these
terms? Though it is a cast taken directly from his face and mirrors the mechanical
nature of the photographic process in this way, its three-dimensionality imbues
it with a sense of touch that is lacking in photography. The viewer, rather than
having to visually transpose the photograph from image to reality, could absorb
another sensory layer provided by the death mask. In this regard, it goes beyond
Lawrence’s own art by reaching out beyond the dimensional plane of painted
portraiture as the eye is cast over its solid form. Interestingly, Batchen reflects
on the lack of touch in photography, suggesting that the addition of hair helps to
close the gap between the viewer and the viewed and between the image of the
subject and their past physical existence.*® Considering the Lawrence example in
these terms shows how the death mask worked doubly to link the past with the

present through the tactility of the cast as well as the small tuft of hair.

CONCLUSION

For the early nineteenth-century viewer, therefore, the remembrance of
Lawrence provided by this object was both an optic and haptic experience that
brought the viewer closer to the artist than was normally the case with death
masks.*® Lawrence’s lock of hair and his artistic accoutrements, included with
his death mask, presented the viewer with a combination of abject remains,
associative markers and physical imprint, all of which worked together to create
a more intense portrait experience with its own narrative arc. The ‘talismanic’
addition of Lawrence’s hair furnished the death mask with a mysterious aura that
reiterated its effect and in this way, as Batchen writes, “a secular object [was]
given a potentially sacred aspect”.?” Even though the viewer encountered an
image of death, Lawrence’s existence was kept somehow present with the lock

of hair, along with the tools he put down as his artistic career and indeed his
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life came to an end. The multitude and variety of signs that were given in this
example provided an all-encompassing image of Lawrence, acknowledging both
his life and death, which acted as a highly effective memorial to the great artist.
At the same time, the viewer was called upon to contemplate the moment of
death itself, which for some would have led to a self-reflexive acknowledgement

of their own mortality.

| do not, however, mean to suggest that the death mask itself was a purely
emotional memorial. Even though, in the Lawrence example, the death mask was
presented in a way that encouraged a more intimate encounter with the features
of the deceased, it did not have the same portability that a piece of mourning
jewellery had, and it could not be used in the same way. It could not be carried or
worn close to the heart while going about daily activities, but had to be looked at
from a static point of view in the way that the viewer would have experienced a
commemorative sculpture. It was the pulling-together of Lawrence’s death mask
with other artefacts and bodily remnants that augmented the way the death
mask was interpreted. Seen together, they became life affirming — he used this
pencil, this piece of chalk — yet the intimate and theatrical act of lifting the lid of
the box and revealing the death mask beneath, brutally reminded the viewer of

the man’s demise and by inference, their own.

Emily Knight studied History of Art and Visual Culture at the University of Oxford,
where she completed her Master’s degree in 2012. Her Master’s dissertation focused
on portraiture and death masks in the late eighteenth to early nineteenth centuries
in Britain. She is currently developing her ideas for a PhD project on portraiture in

eighteenth-century British art.
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WHEN LIFE TRIUMPHS

THE MEANINGS OF CHILD RESURRECTIONS IN SIMONE
MARTINI'S BLESSED AGOSTINO NOVELLO ALTARPIECE

Fabien Lacouture

Paris | Panthéon-Sorbonne, France

ABSTRACT — This essay discusses representations of death and resurrection of
children in the Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece, painted by Simone Martini in
1324. In consideration of recent interdisciplinary studies that have demonstrated
the affective agency of sacred paintings in medieval and early modern Europe,
this paper examines the performative qualities of Martini’s altarpiece, and
determines how form and content were manipulated in order to evoke specific
perceptions and behaviours in its viewers. Through its violent figurative language,
naturalistic painting technique, and unusual subject matter, these disturbing
representations of death stimulated a cathartic reaction and hence transformed
reality for spectators. By eliciting emotional responses that ranged from shock to
relief, the Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece served as a didactic model for a

wide audience of viewers.

INTRODUCTION

But there is something which spoils the sweetness of those
moments and inflicts bitter concern: You who suffer to see them
cry when they fall and hurt their hands, consider how painful it is

to realize that it is at this age they die the most.?
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The lives of children were fragile and tenuous in Italy during the fourteenth
century, which resulted in a high infant mortality rate. This was caused first by the
recurrent outbreaks of plague that, from 1348 on, devastated Italy for more than
a century. Such a ‘biological catastrophe’, in Christiane Klapisch-Zuber’s words,
mostly struck children.2However, the ‘Great Plague’ was only one type of threat
faced by children in early modern Italy; accidents and other diseases were also
important factors in early deathdeath.? To understand the realities of childhood
during the waning of the Middle Ages — to borrow the expression of Dutch
historian Johan Huizinga — the common dangers they would have encountered
in their daily lives must be closely examined. Among texts and images of the
period, miracle stories offer a remarkably rich resource for understanding the

vulnerability of children in fourteenth-century Tuscany.

The emergence and development of narratives of miraculous resurrections in
painting is linked to fourteenth-century perceptions of the great mystery that was
death. Paintings depicting events such as the resurrection of a child were most
often ex-votos, devotional images offered to a sanctuary saint by someone who
wanted his or her life or that of a relative to be spared. These images, as many
scholars have mentioned, may have served an apotropaic or talismanic function
for viewers.* The triumph of life over death, as realized in paint through the
portrayal of a child’s resurrection, may well have been a way to turn malevolence

away and incur the saint’s protection in real life.

Concerning the resurrection of children, the narrative pattern of hagiographical
sources describing the life of a saint is relatively simple, and is recurrent in most
of the available examples. The soon-to-be miraculously cured child is the victim
of an accident, which prompts his entourage to mourn him and invoke the saint
to whom the text or the altar is dedicated to perform a miracle and resurrect
the child. The Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece, painted by Simone Martini in
Siena in 1324, is a unique example of this type of hagiographical image (Fig. 1).

The altarpiece displays at its centre a portrait of Blessed Agostino, surrounded
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Fig. 1

Panel of the Blessed Agostino Novello: the Saint Inspired by an Angel and Four of His Miracles
Simone Martini

1324

Siena, Pinacoteca Nazionale

© 2013. Photo Scala, Florence. Courtesy of the Ministero Beni e Att. Culturali

Fig. 2

Detail of the first predella of Panel of the Blessed
Agostino Novello: the Saint Inspired by an Angel and
Four of His Miracles

Simone Martini

1324

Siena, Pinacoteca Nazionale

© 2013. Photo Scala, Florence

Courtesy of the Ministero Beni e Att. Culturali
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by four predellas representing posthumously executed miracles. Three of these
miracle scenes involve children, which are the primary focus of this study. The
first scene depicts a child being attacked by a wolf at the doors of a medieval city
resembling Siena and other Tuscan towns from this period (Fig. 2). The second
panel portrays the fall of a young boy from the balcony of an urban dwelling (Fig. 3).
The third panel — the only one to represent an adult — conveys the death of a
knight. The final miracle scene depicts a swaddled baby, brought back to life by
the saint after being flung headfirst from a swinging cradle (Fig. 4). In each panel,
the child’s resurrection is conveyed as following the accident, on account of the

presence and intervention of Agostino Novello.

Although the Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece is not the first painting to
portray miracles involving children, it is unusual for its high proportion of child-

related miracles — three-quarters of the altarpiece is dedicated to this theme

Fig. 3
Simone Martini

Detail of the second predella of Panel of the
Blessed Agostino Novello: the Saint Inspired
by an Angel and Four of His Miracles

1324

Siena, Pinacoteca Nazionale

© 2013. Photo Scala, Florence

Courtesy of the Ministero Beni e Att. Culturali
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Fig. 4

Simone Martini

Detail of the fourth predella of Panel of the
Blessed Agostino Novello: the Saint Inspired
by an Angel and Four of His Miracles

1324

Siena, Pinacoteca Nazionale
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— and for its violent portrayal of death. The current investigation of these two
characteristics of the altarpiece moves beyond previous studies — focused
mainly on the painting’s historical context and naturalism — by emphasizing its
affective impact instead.® Art historians and anthropologists have demonstrated
the significance of the reciprocal relationship between art object and viewer during
this period.® The aim of this study is to consider the relatively recent assertion that
artworks, and especially sacred works, functioned performatively.” Hence, it seeks
to establish the reflexive process of viewing that the Agostino Novello Altarpiece
negotiated with viewers in fourteenth-century Siena,® by examining the pictorial

qualities and the spatial setting of the painting.

Serving more than a solely devotional purpose, Martini’s altarpiece also operated
as a didactic aid for spectators with regard to the care and safety of children. In
order to demonstrate this crucial ulterior function, it is necessary to consider first
the importance of the historical figure of Agostino Novello for the fourteenth-
century Sienese community. Once Agostino Novello’s significant role has been
ascertained, | will discuss the figurative violence of these images and the unique
manner in which Simone Martini depicted the scenes. Finally, | will investigate how
these images prompted a cathartic experience through their shocking imagery and
disturbing naturalism. In a region and period that experienced premature death
all too frequently, the acute and varied emotional responses evoked in viewers
while looking at the altarpiece transformed their reality, inciting them to act more

attentively and protectively towards children.

AGOSTINO NOVELLO: ‘CIVIS NOSTER’

The Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece was little known before its restoration
in 1945-1946, but has become one of Simone Martini’s most analyzed works
ever since. Despite the considerable interest in this painting, its violent portrayal
of children’s deaths and the significance of its aesthetic qualities have never

been appropriately addressed. In order to properly consider these aspects and
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determine their influence on audiences, it is necessary to discuss the painting’s

historical background first.

Max Seidel, in his foundational study of 1985, established that the planned location
for the Blessed Agostino’s tomb was the Church of Saint Augustine in Siena, where
his remains were re-interred after having been buried initially at the hermitage
of San Leonardo al Lago, situated just outside the city.® Although there is no
documentation for the commission of the altarpiece, the painting was probably
intended to invigorate the cult of Agostino Novello and to encourage the initiation
of beatification and canonization procedures. Nevertheless, devotion towards this
figure would remain localized, since it was only in the eighteenth century that

Agostino Novello was beatified and his cult recognized by papal authorities.

Agostino Novello, who was born in Sicily and did not settle in Tuscany until the
very end of his life, was an unusual choice as a spiritual mediator. Living outside
the Siena city walls in a hermitage in San Leonardo al Lago, and thus not in direct
contact with the citizens of the city, Agostino differed from the religious figures
typically promoted by religious orders in the region, such as the Franciscans,
Dominicans, Servites, and Carmelites.!® This could explain the choice of location
for the altarpiece, as it would have been much more difficult to promote the
cult of a new saint from the secluded location of San Leonardo al Lago. The cult,
moreover, would have needed political legitimation for its activities, which could
only be accomplished through an annual procession of the municipal authorities to
Agostino’s tomb. Transferring his remains to the Church of Saint Augustine, within
Siena, would have facilitated this process, while also introducing the cult to the
local populace.t* The sepulchral complex and altarpiece that decorated the tomb,
therefore, were measures designed to further cultivate the veneration of Agostino
Novello. These needed to be accessible to encourage visitation and pilgrimage,
and to elicit prayer and contemplation of Agostino’s interment.?? Given the wide
audience that likely interacted with the altarpiece, the choice of subject matter for

the predellas and their visual language deserve further investigation.
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There are two primary sources for the life and miracles of the Blessed Agostino
Novello, which were discovered by Andrew Martindale in 1988. The first is a vita
likely written at the convent of Saint Augustine in Siena, while the second was
completed by an anonymous Florentine between 1326 and 1342.% Intriguingly,
these two accounts set forth two completely different series of miracles, totalling
eleven miracles in all. The Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece depicts one
miracle from each source, including the miracle of the cradle from the Sienese
vita and the miracle of the balcony from the Florentine account. The other two
predellas, which portray a child being attacked by a wolf and a knight falling to his

death from a mountain, have not yet been linked to any literary source.

The selection of these miracles, in particular the emphasis on resurrections
of children, is unusual, given that the majority of Agostino Novello’s recorded
miracles did not concern children. Moreover, the miracles chosen were performed
by Agostino posthumously, which is an unexpected element, since it had become
common by the fourteenth century to underscore the earthly life and human
qualities of a saint. The altarpiece therefore must be understood as a product of
his cult, since Agostino Novello died in 1309, less than thirty years before Simone
Martini began the painting. Without surviving documentation, an examination of
the content of the predellas and what Seidel has described as Martini’s ‘vigorous
figurative language’ may provide insight into why patrons chose to promote the

cult of Agostino Novello in such a unique way.**

REPRESENTING DEATH: NATURALISM AND VIOLENCE IN DOMESTIC SCENES

Death as a subject of representation was not especially rare in fourteenth-century
Italy; however, typically it was only alluded to through allegory. Martini, on the
other hand, represented the actual moment of death with all of its violence and
brutality, in order to enhance the ‘thaumaturgical’ or miracle-inducing power
of the images. According to this logic, the more violent the child’s death, the

more viewers were shocked by what they saw, thus rendering the resurrection
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even more miraculous. Many art historians have overlooked this aspect of the
Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece, focusing instead on the artist’s great skill
in realistically depicting the environment of the fourteenth century.® Although
this is indeed an important characteristic of Tuscan painting from this period,
the naturalism must be considered as the first stage in the experience of viewing
and interacting with such images. Historian Michel Vovelle underlines the layered
meanings evoked by ex-voto paintings through the accurate rendition of the

domestic and the familiar:

Behind the apparent simplicity of its message — a gesture of
thanks for a granted wish — the ex-voto is charged with multiple
meanings. At a first level it represents an outstanding testimony
concerning the material civilization of a precise period [...]. Quite
indiscreetly, as well, it offers, if not the secrets of family life, a
glimpse of its composition, and even more interestingly the place

attributed to each member of the family [...].1

A sense of recognition in fourteenth-century paintings was therefore crucial to
creating and conveying meaning. Locations, figures, and objects needed to be both
familiar to viewers, and made tangible through naturalistic painting techniques.
In the Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece, Martini uses the visual vocabulary
typical of ex-votos from this period, representing the type of urban culture that
Tuscany, and more particularly cities such as Florence or Siena, wished to embrace.
The facades and interior spaces of buildings, for example, are consistent with the

architecture of Tuscan cities in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

In their precision and in the repetition of widely recognized motifs, the accidents
depicted further enhanced their familiarity. The meticulous portrayal of the
cradle in the fourth panel, or of the balcony slat breaking off in the second scene,
are elements that would have heightened a sense of recognition in the viewer.
Moreover, certain motifs, which were prevalent in both texts and images of this

period, would have been understood as archetypes for childhood accidents. The
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last predella, for example, portrays a wet nurse, a very familiar figure in Sienese
culture and a typical member of wealthy households. Here the wet nurse has
pushed the cradle too hard, causing her helpless charge to fall and perish. Her
task was not only to tend to the child, but also to ensure its safety. The mistrust
of the wet nurse conveyed here is encountered frequently during this epoch.
Many pedagogues insisted on the limited trust families should place in such
women, who — not being the natural mothers — were often inept at caring for
the children in their charge. Francesco da Barberino, for instance, in his treatise
Il Reggimento e costumi di donna (1348), urged contemporary wet nurses to be
especially vigilant with children as they began to walk, so as to keep them away

from heights and to prevent them from falling.”

Falling was another frequently deployed pictorial device used to denote a
childhood mishap. The fall from the balcony in the second predella corresponds
to the infant’s fall in the scene of the wet nurse, although here the antagonist
is the actual mother. The panel was undoubtedly inspired by a fresco executed
between 1300 and 1310 by the workshop of Giotto di Bondone,*® and the same
motif returns almost unchanged in the background of Domenico Ghirlandaio’s
Miracle of the Boy, painted in 1485 in Santa Trinita in Florence (Fig. 5). Finally, the
attack by an animal in the first panel of the Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece
can be seen again — although the wolf has become a horse — in Benozzo
Gozzoli’s Saint Dominic Resuscitates Napoleone Orsini of 1461.*° The wolf or
horse was meant to indicate the child’s vulnerability in the presence of animals,

domesticated or wild.?°

Other aspects of the predellas were intended to conjure feelings of empathy and
parental compassion. The detailed evocation of an Italian city, which occurred only
in the three scenes with children, was one of several techniques to encourage
engagement with the imagery. Seidel underlines how Martini chose the most
suitable visual language to emotionally and spiritually touch the believer who

approached the altarpiece seeking help and protection.?! In the Blessed Agostino
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Novello Altarpiece, this effect is achieved through the violence with which the
accidents are represented. As mentioned, in Italian medieval and Renaissance
painting a dead child was never painted as such. Instead, death was only
suggested through allegory or in a manner that facilitated ambiguity as to the
child’s condition. Putting aside representations of falls, which are essentially non-
violent since the viewers do not see the child actually colliding with the ground,
miracle scenes provide the only iconographic format for depicting children’s
deaths. The Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece draws from this pictorial
tradition; however, it moves beyond established precedent in its exaggerated
violence and considerable use of blood. This almost macabre zeal for painting
blood can be understood as responding to the theory of ‘humours’ predominant

in Europe in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, which was first developed by

Fig. 5

Miracle of the Boy

Domenico Ghirlandaio

1485

Florence, Santa Trinita
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Claudius Galenus in the second century CE. According to Galenus’ theory, blood,
warm and wet, corresponded with the temperament of children, who have a
sanguine constitution, fragile and imperfect, and who therefore must be protected
at all times. In the scenes of the bloodiest accidents involving the wolf and the wet
nurse, Martini has haemorrhagic effusions erupt from the heads of the victims with

disturbing precision.?

In the miracle scene of the wolf attack, the child’s head bleeds copiously and has
even lost an eye.” In the fourth panel the infant, forced out of his cradle by the
careless wet nurse, also bleeds profusely, and a pool of blood surrounds his body.
This is even more significant, since it deviates from the narrative of the miracle.
As Martindale has explained, the baby’s head was deformed by the fall and his
aunt, before begging for Agostino Novello to intercede, tried to reshape it “as
if it were made of wax”.?* Martini transforms the accident and renders it more
dramatic through the stream of blood that flows from the head of the lifeless
infant. Later works produced in Tuscany similarly present death as a bloody and
gruesome event. Domenico Veneziano, in his A Miracle of St. Zenobius (1442),
also depicts death with painstaking precision as a haemorrhagic effusion from the
head (Fig. 6).° Benozzo Gozzoli as well seems to have had a particular inclination
to picture death with an utmost sense of agony. In the Resurrection of a Dead
Child by Saint Zenobius (1461), the face of the child is mutilated and blood is

seeping out from under his body.? In Gozzoli’s aforementioned Resurrection of

Fig. 6

A Miracle of St. Zenobius
Domenico Veneziano

c. 1442

© 2013. The Fitzwilliam Museum,
Cambridge Photo Scala, Florence
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Napoleone Orsini the child is portrayed lying lifeless on the ground, while the
horse threatens to trample his body and head. Once again, the profusion of

blood is intentionally disturbing.

The violence of the accident was also stressed through the reactions of the adults
depicted. Women scream in Veneziano’s St. Zenobius, and beg the saint to bring
the child back to life. In other examples, parents repeatedly touch the child to
assert his or her corporeal presence. These gestures are traditional rhetorical
expressions for bereavement and it is not rare to see them when figures, most
often women, encounter death.?” Returning to the Blessed Agostino Novello
Altarpiece, it was again Seidel who first discussed the painting’s violence: “Neither
the Sienese painting of previous ages nor the previous works of Simone Martini
offer examples of a more dramatic cruelty that could stand comparison with
the altarpiece”.® According to Seidel, this gruesomeness was intended above
all to highlight the miraculous efficacy of Agostino. The fact that he appears in
each panel to perform the miracle himself strongly indicates the importance of
his supernatural intervention through resurrection: without it, the child would
not have survived. Nevertheless, such visual carnage was quite uncommon in
fourteenth-century Italian painting. If it was meant only to reinforce the power
of a saint, then it is likely that other painters would have used similar techniques.
Still, the altarpiece’s singularity suggests that such violent visual language may

have served another purpose.

LEARNING FROM DEATH: A VISUAL CATHARSIS WITH EDUCATIVE PROPERTIES

Why did Simone Martini insist on such an unusual representation of children’s
deaths? After all, the presence of a wolf or a body lying on the ground would
have been enough to convey death to the viewer. Since it is unknown who
commissioned the painting, it is unclear whether the altarpiece had an instructive
intent or reflected a personal loss experienced by the patron(s). A desire to

celebrate the saint as well as the patrons and their families regularly presided
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over contemporary commissions, however, as is the case with Ghirlandaio’s
fresco in Santa Trinita (Fig. 5). Although Ghirlandaio also deploys naturalism
to depict death — he represents the boy falling from the balcony after having
tried to retrieve his ball with great precision — the central part of the fresco is
dedicated to the actual act of resurrection by Saint Francis, who is placed in the
foreground above the entire Florentine community. The minor characters, like
the accident relegated to the the background and including members of the
patron’s family, surround the child and, by their presence and prayers, participate
in the miraculous event. In this fresco, any act of violence is marginalized in
order to focus attention on the celebration of Saint Francis and on the patrons
as intercessors. However, this analysis cannot be applied to the Blessed Agostino
Novello Altarpiece, since the predellas do not contain any portraits and therefore
the emphasis is placed entirely on the accidents and their causes and effects.
According to Andrew Martindale, the specificity of the miracles in Martini’s
altarpiece likely corresponds to a personal preference of the patron — whether a
private individual or the city of Siena — for representations of children.? A similar
commission that may illuminate the purpose of the altarpiece is Veneziano’s
A Miracle of St. Zenobius. Commissioned by the Uzzano family for their family
church in Santa Lucia dei Magnoli, Florence, the altarpiece was intended for
private display and probably commemorated a personal tragedy suffered by the

Uzzano family.

The strangely violent narratives of such paintings were thus meant to communicate
with a particular audience. In the case of the Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece,
the impact of its representations derives from the identification of the spectator
with the painting’s imagery. The meaning of the excessive insistence on blood
and corpses can be explained by the fortunate outcome of resurrection in
the narratives. Indeed, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, parents who
witnessed such disturbing scenes in real life must have felt a strong empathy
towards their painted counterparts. Writing in 1587, Giovanni Battista Armenini

elucidates how these paintings could have affected their viewers:
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Since the eye is the most perfect among the exterior senses, it
moves the minds to hatred, love and fear, more than all the
other senses [...] and when the beholders see very grave tortures
present and apparently real [...] they are moved to true piety and

thereby drawn to devotion and reverence [...].%°

Although Armenini’s text dates from the sixteenth century, it indicates how
certain sacred images, by their visual language, could affect viewers by appealing
to their emotions. Throughout this period, Italy was burdened with high death
rates, especially among children. Klapisch-Zuber, in her research on children in
Tuscan cities, provides a thought-provoking statistical study on children born in
Florence between 1300 and 1550. It reveals that during this period, about 20% of
children died before reaching the age of three — when they left their wet nurse. A
further 30% died before the age of ten, and 34% before reaching adolescence, in
this period the age of fifteen.! These numbers are comparable to other cities on
the Italian peninsula. Considering the infant mortality risks that plagued Italy for
almost three centuries, it is very likely that representations of children’s accidents
would have reminded viewers of their own experiences with premature death,

whether the child who died was their own or a close relative’s.

Viewing the predellas of the Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece, moreover, was
a cathartic experience for its audience. The lesson of the deeply moving images,
however, could not be devoid of hope, which would have resulted in apathetic
despondency among viewers. For this reason, Martini coupled each horrific
scene of death to one of resurrection. By presenting the moments of death and
of miraculous resuscitation performed by Agostino Novello on the same panel,
the audience was led through the entire emotional experience of these two
extremes. This cathartic process is how the didactic message of the altarpiece was
communicated; the conflicting and contradictory feelings associated with life and
death provoked parents to thoroughly reflect upon their own roles, behaviours,

and actions. Without the inclusion of resurrection in the scenes, viewers would
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have only encountered fear and would not have picked up on the immediate

relevance of the accidents portrayed.

According to Cathleen Sara Hoeniger, such a horrific portrayal of death was the
result of an Augustinian desire to encourage not only a sense of responsibility but
also of guilt.®? This is why Martini highlights the lack of attention by adults in the
predellas depicting falls. In each instance, it was the adult’s fault that the child
was killed, whether through the negligence of a mother or the carelessness of a
wet nurse. The culpability of adults is especially emphasized in the scene of the
boy falling from a balcony, in which the child, after having been saved by Agostino
Novello, frowns in anger and resentment at his mother, brandishing his fist. This
singular gesture was painted for a precise purpose: to indicate that the accident
was not the work of fortune, but was the result of the mother’s lack of action. The
opposition between mother and son stresses the disparity between the mother’s
negligence and the attentiveness of the men of the family3*: the mother, stunned
by the incident, is alone in the upper register of the painting, whereas in the
lower part, the child is surrounded by the masculine members of the family.
In the fourth predella the same distinction is made, as the wet nurse, who caused
her helpless charge to be thrown to its death by pushing the cradle too hard,
is conspicuously absent from the procession in the lower part of the painting.
The image clearly establishes that, even though Agostino Novello brought the
infant back to life, the wet nurse permanently lost her place in the family. Seeing
such images may have encouraged wet nurses to be more conscientious, and

motivated mothers to take better care of their own children.

Finally, these paintings could have had a didactic purpose for children themselves.
We can easily establish a parallel between the resurrection scenes and Francesco
da Barberino’s prescription for the edification of children. According to Barberino,
it was beneficial to impart in a developing child a fear of potential threats, such as
accidental falls, animals, sharp objects, and even the dark: “And instil in him the

fear of going in the dark, of touching the flames with his hands.”** These dangers

FABIEN LACOUTURE

32 Hoeniger, “The Child
Miracles,” 326.

33 This masculine group, not
mentioned in the story, is an
addition by the painter. See
Martindale, Simone Martini,
212.

34 Francesco da Barberino,

Il reggimento e costume di
donna, 266. See also Herlihy and
Klapisch Zuber, Les Toscans et
leur famille, 559.

JOURNAL OF THE LUCAS GRADUATE CONFERENCE | 57



VWWHEN LiFE TRIUMPHS

35 Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Four

Stories from the Life of St.
Nicholas, c. 1330, Tempera on
panel, Uffizi Gallery, Florence.

36 Once again, note the

very realistic — and shocking

— representation of the
strangulation: the child is held in
the air, struggling to loosen the
devil’s hold, and we can even
feel his feet writhing in pain.

are realized in scenes such as Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s Miracle of Saint Nicholas
of Bari (1330), in which the young son of a merchant wanders off and falls into
a trap the devil has laid for him.* While the whole family is absorbed by the
celebrations of a banquet, the child sneaks away and before anyone has noticed

his disappearance, the Devil, disguised as a pilgrim, strangles him.3®

CONCLUSION

The Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece scenes had an important performative
role for contemporary viewers. Although the altarpiece was intended in part
to encourage the growth of the cult of the Blessed Agostino Novello in the city
of Siena, it reached a wide audience due to its location and accessibility in the
Church of Sant’Agostino. Moreover, its figurative language and subject matter
were virtually unprecedented in the pictorial tradition of fourteenth-century
Italy. The violence and insistence on blood were unique among miracle narratives
from this period, indicating that the altarpiece was meant do to more than
merely underscore the miraculous powers of Agostino Novello. The purpose of
the portrayed violence was to enhance the affective impact of the altarpiece,
in order to trigger a cathartic response and render its didactic message more
palpable. The didactic aims of the altarpiece are paralleled in pedagogical

literature concerning the care of children of the period.

These images were performative in that they had the power to alter the behaviours
of their audience and even prevent future accidents. This process was not magical,
even though these images had an apotropaic dimension: the altarpiece was imbued
with a didactic agency, impressed upon its audience through the compelling
combination of violent incidents and redemptive resurrections. The message could
only be effective if the images first shocked the viewers, and then immediately
soothed them. In this way, the paintings acted affectively through visual catharsis.
The pairing of life lost and life regained within the same panel forced viewers to

encounter the death of a child without the infliction of emotional pain.
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Miracle stories thus offer a glimpse into children’s lives in the Late Middle Ages and
of the dangers they regularly faced. Such narratives, moreover, convey a manifest
concern for children and the deep distress invoked upon endangerment. Contrary
to what Philippe Ariés has claimed, it was impossible to become accustomed to
infant mortality, even though its high levels made it a daily occurrence in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.?” The Blessed Agostino Novello Altarpiece
provides evidence of the pain inflicted on a community when a child died, proving

that although such death was frequent, it was never considered normal.

FABIEN LACOUTURE

37 Philippe Aries, L’Enfant et
la vie familiale sous I’Ancien
régime (Paris: Editions du Seuil,
1973), 250.
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INTRODUCTION

Phantasmagoria is an interesting metaphor for the analysis of the graphic
artworks of Francisco Goya (1746-1828) and William Blake (1757-1827) and
their visualization of the contemporary — and extremely popular — concept
of ‘spectres’, or ghostly apparitions. At a time when Enlightenment and
secularisation had erased death as a protagonist in everyday life, bloody wars
and the newly gained cultural, psychological and popular interest in romantic
spirits and gothic spectres made death very present. This new ambiguous
perception of death was a symptom of the early nineteenth-century Counter
Enlightenment, an outcome of the ‘age of reason’ famously studied by Isaiah
Berlin, and by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer in their discourse on
the dialectics of the Enlightenment.? The phantasmagoria show’s success was
largely based on the counter-enlightened interest in uncanny apparitions. The
eerie visualization of dead people, projected in this highly successful illusionist
spectacle, attracted many spectators in early nineteenth-century Madrid
and London, the hometowns of Goya and Blake.? To make the spirits of the
deceased and the monsters of the afterlife visible, the phantasmagoria used
innovative visual and psychological techniques that make it a convincing visual
paradigm for contemporary fantastic arts. In what follows, the influence of
phantasmagoria on the graphic works of Goya and Blake will be demonstrated
by analyzing how spectacular components of a phantasmagoria show, as
performed by its most famous ‘hauntrepreneur’ Etienne-Gaspard Robertson
(1763-1837), share striking similarities with various contemporary artworks by

Goya and Blake.
THE PRE-CINEMATOGRAPHIC SPECTRES OF ROBERTSON, GOYA AND BLAKE
The concept of phantasmagoria, coined for the first time in the late eighteenth

century and re-used by modern philosophers such as Adorno, originated in a

visual spectacle. The phantasmagoria was a popular esoteric and magic show that
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reanimated the dead in the post-Enlightenment period around 1800. For a couple
of decades it was the most successful spectacle in Europe, and visible evidence
for the modern vogue of re-enchantment and secular magic. Its techniques were
copied in various ways: literary scholar Terry Castle, for example, analyzes how
Thomas Carlyle frequently evoked the French Revolution with a description full
of phantasmagorical devices, and describes his evocations as a nightmarish magic

lantern show playing on without respite.?

The phantasmagoria spectacle that inspired Carlyle was indeed an adaptation
of the magic lantern shows known since the seventeenth century, but differing
both in technique and imagery (Fig. 1). The phantasmagoria no longer screened

3 Terry Castle, The Female traditional fantastic and carnivalesque scenes with buffoons, angels and devils,

Thermometer: Eighteenth  but brought to life dead people, varying from known revolutionaries to gothic

Century Culture and the  paracters to the loved ones of the spectators. In doing so, the phantasmagoria
Invention of the Uncanny (New
York: Oxford University Press showman or ‘hauntrepreneur’ did not limit himself to the magic lantern device

1995),51-52.  and its static slides. He used smoke, light effects and real filmic movement of

Fig. 1
Illustration of a phantasmagoria spectacle in Etienne-Gaspard Robertson

Mémoires Récréatifs, Scientifiques et Anecdotiques du Physicien — Aeronaute
1831
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the lantern to erase the boundaries between the spectator’s space and the
projection screen. During the phantasmagoria the shimmering and dark images

were perceived as real living phantasms. The dead appeared as eerie ghosts.

The most famous hauntrepreneur was Etienne-Gaspard Robert, known as
Professor Robertson. This magician-scientist from Liége, who called himself
‘professor’ in order to enhance his scientific intentions, optimized the technology
of the magic lantern and turned it into a so-called phantascope. The phantascope
was a projection device that Robertson hid behind a translucent projection
screen, which added to the mystery. To make his ghostly projections more
convincing, he also equipped the magic lantern with wheels and designed the
device to keep the image in focus and in a constant brightness while he moved
the apparatus along rails. Although in his memoirs and advertisements he —
along with his many followers — stressed that he sought to reveal the charlatanic
methods of necromanticism in order to serve enlightened education, the reality
was different. During the show, smoke, light effects and a dark setting clarified
nothing; on the contrary, the public was confronted with the obscure appearance
of lifelike moving spectres. The spectator did not know what was real or unreal.
A Parisian witness of Robertson’s spectacle described this state thus: “Reason
has told you well that these things are mere phantoms, catoptric tricks devised
with artistry, carried out with skill, presented with intelligence, your weakened
brain can only believe what it is made to see.”* Media specialist Tom Gunning
would later speak of this divided consciousness of the spectator during the
phantasmagoria show as a state that was typically modern;® he writes that the
“Phantasmagoria takes on the weight of modern dialectics of truth and illusion,

subjectivity and objectivity, and life and death.”®

Robertson’s realistic, moving cinematic apparitions filled theatres all over
Europe. His ghosts were a pure visualization of post-Enlightenment ambiguity
and uncertainty surrounding death, and the show’s mystery appealed to the

public’s growing insecurities about death and afterlife. As a popular visual
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show it must have attracted visual artists, especially artists interested in
fantasy, the workings of the imagination, and cognitive changes: artists such
as Francisco Goya and William Blake, who created their last graphic artworks,
respectively the Disparates (1814-1823) and Jerusalem (1804-1827), in the

image of the phantasmagoria.

While no hard historical evidence exists that Goya or Blake ever saw a
phantasmagoria show, several contemporary documents make it clear that they
knew the spectacle quite well. For example, the poet José Gallardo gave a poem
in which he summoned his friend Goya for help in creating an imaginative work
of art the title La fantasmagoria (1815).” Moreover, many of the figures Gallardo
evokes in the verses can be found both in the phantasmagoria show and in the
Disparates prints. For instance, the same haunting formation of dancing witches
circling round and round figured in Gallardo’s poem, on Robertson’s screen (La
danse des sorciéres), and in Goya’s aquatint Disparate femenino.® Similarly, in the
case of Blake it is probable that he discussed the show with his friend Henry Crabb
Robinson. This theatre critic often visited the old artist around the time that Blake
was working on Jerusalem. It was also the period in which the phantasmagoria
attracted many people, including Crabb Robinson, to London theatres. On 23
September 1821 he wrote in his diary about how the effect of the phantasmagoria
had pleased him.® Moreover, the fact that these London phantasmagoria shows
were known and advertised as ‘spectrology’ may be related to Blake’s abundant
use of the term ‘spectre’ in the illuminated poem Jerusalem.® The fact that both
artists were interested in gothic popular culture and the preromantic perception
of death further suggests their familiarity with the spectacle. The phantasmagoria
show counted as the summit of popular haunting entertainment. It was a disturbing

visual event that neither Goya nor Blake could have missed.

The fact that Robertson was the most copied showman in Europe, and that he
occasionally left Paris to visit other cities sustains this hypothesis, especially in the

case of Goya. In the lively theatre district where Goya lived, the phantasmagorias of
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Gomez Mantilla and others entertained the Madrilenian public. In 1821 Robertson
himself, leaving Paris to travel Europe, went to Madrid to set up phantasmagorias.
Contemporary documents reporting on his Madrilenian shows, such as the
Noticias Curiosas Sobre el Espectaculo de Mr. Robertson (1821), have survived.**
During Robertson’s performances in Madrid, which were discussed in the press
and promoted by theatre houses, Goya was working on his Disparates. Robertson
never travelled to London, where the phantasmagoria was nevertheless famous
due to imitator-showmen such as Philipsthal and the duo Schirmer and Scholl.*?
These German followers of Robertson conjured phantoms and spectres of the
dead at the Strand, a lively neighbourhood where Blake often strolled and even
lived for a while. It was one of these shows that his friend Crabb Robinson wrote
about. The shows were all inspired by Robertson’s famous Parisian performances
at the Couvent des Capucines in their structure, their sequence of experiences

and in their culmination of fear.

FEAR OF THE LIVING DEAD

The young Robertson organized his first spectacle in the Paris Pavillon de
I’'Echiquier in 1798. A year later he moved to the Couvent des Capucines, near the
Place Vendéme.® His show is a valuable source for visual research, as he left an
extensive description of his visual techniques and images in his memoirs (1831).
Many of these have a counterpart in the late graphic artworks of Goya and Blake,

several of which will be discussed below.

Even before the visitor approached the entrance of the Couvent des Capucines to
see Robertson’s phantasmagoria, he was confronted with the haunting theme of
death. The participant who was lucky enough to get a ticket to a busy late evening
performance, had to make his way to the front door through the gravestones of
the deceased nuns of the former cloister.** The graveyard was the perfect setting
to introduce the visitor into the atmosphere of the phantasmagoria. This exterior

antichambre to the spectacle incorporated the dialectics of the absence and
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presence of death, an ambiguous perception that defines the phantasmagoria
itself. On the one hand death was absent, since the cloister and the old cemetery
in Paris’s city centre were no longer in use. The cloister, deserted during the
Revolution, symbolized the banishing by the Enlightenment of traditional beliefs
about the dead, and the focus on the afterlife. But on the other hand the war
atrocities, allegorically described by Blake in Europe, a Prophecy (1794), and
horribly depicted by Goya in Los Desastres de la Guerra (1810-1815), were a

familiar sight to most of Robertson’s visitors.

This uncanny experience in the old cemetery was fully exploited by Robertson in
his phantasmagoria. During the projection he presented a miniature coffin that
opened and closed via a mechanic component, to suddenly reveal a skeleton.?
The unexpected movement of the scene made it appear real, although the smoke
and light projection kept it blurry and ambiguous. The optical illusion of the rising
skeleton, supported by visual effects that hindered a clear view, also appears in
Blake’s and Goya’s graphic works. In a sketchy way, with rough lines and strokes,
leaving out details and creating a sfumato effect, both the Disparates drawing
Dos personajes asomdndose a una salida luminosa (1816-1819) and plate 58 of
Jerusalem reveal a skeleton that comes to life. Robertson, Goya and Blake all
used images of the rising dead in sfumato to visualize the underlying fear the
visitor must have felt wandering around the cemetery — a new fear of death in a

secularised society.*®

A GALVANISTIC SPECTACLE

After the visitor left the cemetery and entered the former cloister, he walked
down a long corridor. With growing tension and expectation, he encountered the
first exhibition hall, the ‘salon de physique’. Here Robertson demonstrated some
scientific experiments as a prelude to the show, using illuminating sparks to make
the legs of a dead frog move. Thus, he offered the visitor an insight into the newly

discovered power of electricity, or as he called it, galvanism. Robertson described
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this new wonder in his memoirs: “Expériences sur le nouveau fluide connu sous
le nom de galvanisme, dont 'application rend pour un temps le mouvement aux
corps qui ont perdu la vie”.'” Blake depicted the same electric life-giving sparks
in plate 9 of his Jerusalem. Influenced by John Birche’s Essay on the Medical
Application of Electricity (1803), he engraved dead bodies surrounded by little
stars, his own metaphor for the life-giving power of electricity.”® In this way,
both Robertson and Blake exploited the dialectics of the Enlightenment in the
way Adorno and Horkheimer later defined the concept. As science seemed to
overturn the authority of the Church and religious revelation, it took on a strange
new, marvellous power. Galvanism was not presented simply as a physical force,

but as a power that enabled man to animate the dead.

DARKNESS AND IRRATIONALITY

The quasi-scientific show of animating the dead was the perfect introduction
to one of the first pre-cinema shows, where figures were animated on screen.
After the galvanistic spectacle in the ‘salon de physique’, Robertson opened a
huge archaic door covered with mysterious hieroglyphs. Behind this portal the
real phantasmagoria spectacle took place. Likewise, Blake started his illuminated
book Jerusalem, a book full of spectres of light and shadow, with an image of
his protagonist Los, who is seen from the back pushing open an enormous door
surrounded with mysterious signs. Like Robertson, Blake invited the viewers in to

contemplate his visionary scenes and images.

The audience then entered a dimly lit room draped in dark curtains. Robertson
hung the draperies to blur the contours of the room,*® creating a universe
where the real world and the magical world, the world of the living and the
world of the dead, converged. Such uncanny draperies are also found in Goya’s
Disparate claro (1815-1823) and Blake’s The Ghost of a Flea (1819). In both
works the curtains are a visual technique to create a magical, unclear space — a

phantasmagorical setting. Thus, in this Gothic period of confusion and cognitive
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Fig. 2
Phantasmagoria
Anonymous print
Nineteenth century

uncertainty between Enlightenment and Counter Enlightenment, Robertson, as
well as Goya and Blake, alluded with their (pre-)cinematographic shadows to the

unclear fusion between irrationality and reason, darkness and light.

Next, while searching for a seat in the dark room, Robertson’s spectators would
have seen bat-like figures swaying from the ceiling, or the occasional owl-
image standing in the corner. In an anonymous etching of the phantasmagoria
auditorium a moving bat, a well-known symbol of irrationality, is positioned
in the centre while a static owl, the symbol of reason, stands in the corner
(Fig. 2). Thus, in Robertson’s phantasmagoria, the bats flew overhead, repelling
the owl. Blake clearly portrays the bat-owl dialectic in his work Hecate (1795,
Fig. 3). In it, the owl stands still. He has stopped while the bat energetically
flies in. Goya’s equivalent of the bat-owl representation is famously depicted in
El suefio de la razén produce monstruos (1797, Fig. 4). It is noteworthy that this
print recently gained a new interpretation as a growing number of researchers
acknowledge this work not as a glorification of reason, but as a warning against

the hegemony of reason.?’ ‘Suefio’ does not only mean ‘sleep’, it also signifies

‘dream’. When pursuing to the extreme the enlightened dream of an almighty
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Fig. 3

Hecate
William Blake
1795

Fig. 4
El suefio de la razén produce monstruos
Francisco Goya

1797

reason, reason turns into its opposite: unreason. While Robertson’s scientific
and seemingly enlightened intentions took on haunted and magical proportions
in the auditorium, Blake and Goya’s defence of enlightened ideas, which
coloured earlier works, transformed into an apprehension of the dark side of the

Enlightenment, blackening Jerusalem and the Disparates.

When the phantasmagoria show actually began the lights went out entirely
and the public was suddenly seated in the dark. This was an overwhelming and
fearful experience in an era when theatre lights brightly lit the stage as well as the
auditorium.?* ‘The dark space helped create an inward and individual experience,
even though other visitors were present. This darkness and the brightness of
the projected images served Robertson’s spectacle, as the resulting sense of
isolation helped make it the first cinematic performance where images on the

screen felt like images in the mind’s eye. This evolution towards an obscure
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Fig. 5

Disparate funeral
Francisco Goya
1814-23

setting with individual spectres originating from the fantasizing brain can also
be found in the graphic art of Goya and Blake. Goya’s parade of monstrous
humans in his Disparates is set against a black aquatinted background. Likewise
Blake experimented with the technique of monochrome graphics and white-line

etching to visualize his dark visions in Jerusalem.

RAISING THE DEAD IN SMOKE, LIGHT AND MOVEMENT

To open the phantasmagoria show Robertson stepped forward while reciting the

following words:

Citizens and gentlemen, [...] | have stated in the press that | will
revive the dead, so | will resuscitate them. Those of the company
who desire the apparition of people that they loved and from
whom life has been taken [...] need only speak up; | will obey

their command.?

Robertson’s memoirs describe some of the resurrections of his audience’s loved

ones. For these performances he used smoke to enhance the transparency and
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ghostlike effect of the projection image. Like a necromancer he threw some vitriol
and phosphor on a smouldering tripod, and in the circling smoke the image of the
deadappeared. One of Robertson’s descriptions mentioned an emotional encounter
between an old woman in the audience and her dead husband who appeared in
the smoke. A parallel of this first anecdote can be found in Goya’s Disparate funeral
(1814-1823, Fig. 5). The Disparate shows the ghost of an old man appearing amidst
an excited audience. An older woman in the foreground stretches her arm towards
him. The aquatint with its infinite alternation of small black and white dots creates
a smoky and unclear scene, a phantasmagoria technique to depict the non-bodies
of the dead. That this smoky, ghostly body was seen as typically phantasmagorical
can be deducted from the use of the word ‘phantasmagoria’ in contemporary art
criticism. In 1851 Louis Peisse, a French art critic, wrote in Le Revue de Paris the

following words about Jean-Francois Gigoux’s painting Galatée (c. 1852):

In the work of M. Gigoux, the studio with the statue is filled
with a bluish smoke that seems to be coming from the furnaces
of an alchemist; the body of Galatea posed on a pedestal in the
centre naked and white, seems to detach itself from the steamy

background as a phantasmagoric apparition.?

His description, in fact, evokes a typical phantasmagoria scene. A second

anecdote that Robertson wrote in his memoirs portrays a similar scene:

A young man asks for the apparition of a woman whom he had
tenderly loved, and the phantasmagorian throws in the brazier
some grains of phosphor: soon we see a woman, the breast
uncovered, the hair floating and captivating her young friend with

a tender and painful smile.?*

Both the descriptions of the phantasmagorical female body — or rather non-

body — perfectly apply to one of Blake’s Jerusalem plates: the ‘venus pudica’
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in plate 81, with “le sein découvert [...] détachée sur le fond de vapeurs

comme une apparition fantasmagorique”.

Blake, Goya and Robertson used smoke, light and a dark non-space to visualize
the phantoms of the brain — the mental spectres hovering between reality and
fantasy, life and death. The traditional supernatural figures of devils and angels,
with their wings and well-formed bodies, transformed in the late eighteenth

century into unclear, perceptual and impalpable ‘thoughts’ of the brain.

LOOMING SPECTRES

In the next part of the phantasmagoria show Robertson further decreased
the frontiers between life and death, objectivity and subjectivity, reality and
fantasy, or inner and outer. Their illuminated transparency, the screen and the
smoke gave the ghosts their typical diaphanous phantom bodies. The flickering
light and twisting smoke also created the illusion of a body in movement. This
magic of real filmic animation proved to be an important innovation of the
phantasmagoria show. To enhance this effect in the next part of the show,
Robertson introduced the cinematic ‘looming effect’ for the first time.? After
the séance part, when the ghosts of the dead appeared at the audience’s
demand, Robertson hid himself with his phantascope behind the screen. There
he chose, as a film director would do, a succession of images to project on
the screen. While projecting, he moved the lantern towards or away from
the screen, rolling it smoothly along brass rails. Such movement caused the

projected image to either enlarge or decrease in size.

Goya used this phantasmagorical moving effect in some of the ink drawings he
created in the same period as the Disparates. One of them shows the back of a
phantom as if he is retreating. Goya titled the drawing ¢Cuantas baras? (How
many lengths? C. 1820).%° This title undoubtedly referred to the words used in

the advertisements for the phantasmagoria in Spain: “La ilusidn sera tan perfecta
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que se veran algunas figuras correr en apariencia muchas lenguas de distancia
[...]” (Theillusion will be so perfect that you will see figures as if they are running
a great distance).”’” The illusion of the phantasmagoria figure that appeared to
be charging out to the public is also found in Goya’s drawing ¢Que quiere este
fantasmon? (What does this phantasm want? C. 1820, Fig. 6). In this title Goya
articulated the feeling of uncertainty provoked by the haunting movement of
the shimmering phantasmagoria figure. In the drawing Goya depicts a ghostlike

figure that, with arms and eyes wide open, advances toward the viewer.

The novel looming effect truly shook up the phantasmagoria audience. Women
fainted and men rose, striking out with their canes against the apparently
threatening phantom.?® The images really came to life: not only did the ghosts

move, they seemed to move toward the audience and haunted the viewer. The

Fig. 6

¢Que quiere este fantasmon?
Francisco Goya

c. 1820
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Jerusalem, plate 15
William Blake
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Enlightenment had just banished magical beings and supernatural ghosts, and
now Robertson brought them to life before the eyes of the much-confused
onlooker. Castle describes this modern psychological effect as the ‘haunted
mind’. People felt they could not trust their own reason or perception: all was
subjective to illusions and uncertainty. In his definition of the phantasmagoria
Adorno formulates this characteristic as follows: “Ohnmachtig begegnet
der Traumende dem Bilde selbst wie einem Wunder. Das Ding [...] wird ihm

vorgegaukelt als absolute Erscheinung”.?®

In Blake’s Jerusalem the looming effect is enhanced by the opposition between
the giant figure that seems to come towards the viewer open-armed and the
smaller figure that turns back into the light (Fig. 7), as if Robertson was first
pulling his phantascope further away from the screen to enlarge the figure and
then pushing it closer again to decrease it. Similarly, Blake presented the smaller,
receding figure from the back. This riickenfigur is another phantasmagorical
effect. Robertson often switched the lanternslide of the frontal figure with a

slide of the back of the figure, this way enhancing the looming effect. His most

renowned back-and-forth scene was the apparition of the nonne sanglante,
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inspired by the ‘bleeding nun’ from Matthew Lewis’ gothic novel The Monk
(1796). This phantasmagoria figure also received much attention in Spain. The
famous monja sangrante of Robertson’s Madrilenian phantasmagoria resembled
the haunting figure in ¢ Que quiere este phantasmon? Both Robertson’s nonne and
Goya’s phantasmon are dressed in brightly lit white dresses and strive forward
with open arms (Fig. 8). On a second lanternslide Robertson painted the nun
as seen from behind (Fig. 9). Accordingly, in the drawing ¢ Cuantas baras? Goya
makes his phantasmadn in the white dress turn its back to the viewer in retreat
(Fig. 10). The artist was clearly inspired by Robertson’s phantasmagorical looming

effect, and, like Robertson, put the effect on the viewer or the participation of the

onlooker in primary place. Blake and Goya thus prefigured the credo of modern

Fig. 8 Fig.9

Nonne sanglante (front) Nonne sanglante (back)
Etienne-Gaspard Robertson Etienne-Gaspard Robertson
c. 1798 c. 1798
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art as described by Marcel Duchamp: “it is the onlooker who makes the image.”*°
With his looming effect Robertson literally confronted the viewer with the
ambiguity of an unclear image, which the onlooker had to finish or interpret: “le
fantdome s’avancait jusque sous les yeux du spectateur.”** Adorno also refers to the
phantasmagoria’s ability to seize the onlooker’s own imaginative participation
when he states that the “Phantasmagorie das Produkt der eigenen Arbeit vor

Augen stellt, ohne das die Arbeit zu identifizieren ware.”3?

THE  PHILOSOPHICAL AND  PSYCHOLOGICAL CONCEPT OF THE
PHANTASMAGORICAL

Phantasmagoria is not only interesting as a visual paradigm for the late graphic
works of Goya and Blake, but also as a cultural analytic model. The late
eighteenth-century concept of the phantasmagorical perfectly described the
counter-enlightened status of the spirits of the dead as haunting phantasms
that hover between real and unreal. Significantly, contemporary intellectuals
such as Thomas Carlyle used the term to describe phenomena that expressed
the modern dialectics of presence and absence, subjectivity and objectivity,
inner and outer, reality and fantasy. Carlyle, for instance, describes the
French Revolution and its deadly consequences as a phantasmagoria, or
an ambiguous event full of cognitive and visual uncertainty. He warns in his
French Revolution: “[...] the Reader, who looks earnestly through this dim
Phantasmagory of the Pit, will discern few fixed certain objects” He stresses
the phantasmagorical quality in his narration of the storming of the Bastille:
“Such vision (spectral yet real) thou [...] beholdest in this moment: prophetic of
what other Phantasmagories, and loud-gibbering Spectral Realities, which thou

yet beholdest not, but shalt!”3

In the twentieth century Theodor Adorno would employ the concept in the same

way, by referring to the phantasmagorical as “the absolute reality of the unreal”.®
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Fig. 10
¢Cuantas baras?
Francisco Goya
c. 1820

He uses phantasmagoria to describe the haunting and alienated aspects of
modern life and modern subjectivity,*® and defines it as the uncanny survival
of ‘supernatural’ ghosts inside the human consciousness, a definition echoed
by Castle. For Adorno, phantasmagoria mirrors subjectivity by confronting the
viewer with a product of his own labour, but in such a way that the labour put
into it is no longer identifiable. The dreamer helplessly encounters an image of
his own making as if it were magic.’’” Ghosts and images of the afterlife are not
fantasy, as the Enlightenment thinkers would have suggested, but are rather

phantasmagoria, neither absent nor present. Therefore, phantasmagoria is a
36 Adorno, Versuch iiber

suitable concept to analyse the distinctly modern cultural meaning of the dead
Wagner, 87.

as one of uncertainty, fear and ambiguity: a meaning established in the era of

Robertson, Goya and Blake. 37 Ibid., 87.
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Goya and Blake created the Disparates and Jerusalem in the post-Enlightenment
period, which was characterized by a changing and ambiguous perception
of death. On the one hand, Enlightenment erased death as an omnipresent
theological idea that affected everyday life, while simultaneously secularisation
moved the focus from the hereafter to the here and now. At the same time,
however, the Spanish Peninsular War, the Terror and the aftermath of the French
Revolution, and famines in Madrid and London — Goya’s and Blake’s hometowns

— kept death immediately present and visible.

The notion of spirits took on the same ambiguous aura. While Enlightenment
had negated the traditional spirit world as a world of superstition, necromantic
séances, esoteric entertainment and Gothic culture flourished in European cities
around 1800, making the ghosts of the dead seem very much alive. Adorno and
Horkheimer reflected on this ambiguous reversal of rational enlightenment in
their Dialektik der Aufkldrung (1944), which analyzes how the disenchantment of
the Enlightenment evolved towards the re-enchantment of the modern period.
In the introduction to their famous analysis Adorno and Horkheimer explain this
return of wonder and cognitive insecurity as follows: “Believing that without
strict limitation to the verification of facts and probability theory, the cognitive
spirit would prove all too susceptible to charlatanism and superstition, it makes a
parched ground ready and avid for charlatanism and superstition.”® Terry Castle
describes this early nineteenth-century ambiguous relation to death in terms of
psychology and Freudian uncanniness: “The rationalists did not so much negate
the traditional spirit world as displace it into the realm of psychology. Ghosts were
not exorcized — only internalized and reinterpreted as hallucinatory thoughts.”°

Applying it to art, phantasmagoria as a cultural analytical concept in turn lends
itself well to the analysis of the late graphic series of Goya and Blake, which also
visualize the new modern and uncanny attitude towards spirits and the dead.
Both the Disparates and Jerusalem conclude the search of the artist exploring the
tradition of visionary and fantastic art. The traditional angels, devils and other

mythical figures give way to subjective and imaginary phantasms. Influenced by
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post-enlightened ideas, Goya and Blake seem to replace the collective traditional
spirit world with individual hallucinatory thoughts. The titles of their series
clearly incorporate the invisible spirit world’s new status of ambiguity. Goya uses
the word ‘disparate’ to describe his final aqua-etchings; his imaginary creatures
in ink on paper are indeed disparate. They float between the real and unreal,
between the worlds of the living and the dead. In a recent study, fantastic
literature specialist Tzevetan Todorov states that Goya’s Disparates are no longer
fantastic, but rather phantasmatic.®® Held against the light of phantasmagoria,
this means that Goya’s fantastic figures are no longer unreal creatures belonging
to a supernatural world, but rather unreal appearances that seem to reveal
themselves in the visible world. The images are phantasmagorical; they represent
what Adorno calls ‘the absolute reality of the unreal’.** Similarly, Blake’s title,
Jerusalem, The Emanation of The Giant Albion, describes his protagonists in the
illuminated book as emanations or apparitions. On plate 4 of this psychomachia,
Blake labels his images “Phantoms of the Overheated Brain”.*? This poetic
phrase can be explained via Castle’s argument about the cognitive impact of
the internalization of the supernatural as hallucinations of the human mind.
Considered in this context, Goya’s and Blake’s graphic series are a succession of
phantoms that demonstrably reflect the ambiguous status of apparitions and

spirits of the dead in the post-Enlightenment period.

EPILOGUE: PHANTASMAGORIA AND FILM

The phantasmagoria’s most attractive and novel feature was its ability, for the first
time, to show moving pictures that seemed to approach the viewer. Robertson’s
moving, cloudy and fading images appealed to contemporary fears about the
convergence of the visible and invisible worlds. Robertson made his figures and
monsters volatile, as if they were animated on the mental screen. For this reason
the phantasmagoria spectacle is considered both a gothic technology and a
pre-cinematographic medium. This argument gives a new dimension to Anne

Hollander’s definition of Goya’s drawings and prints as ‘proto-cinematographic’.*
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With this term Hollander refers to the way earlier graphic art has an emotional
impact similar to that of later filmic images. The argument offered here,
connecting Goya’s work to the phantasmagoria, a real optical device, makes
the filmic quality and subjective impact of the works of Goya and Blake even

more pertinent.

CONCLUSION

Like Robertson’s cinematography, the graphic works of Goya and Blake prefigure
the ability of film to capture the modern dialectics of life and death. Their works
incorporate questions still current in modern epistemology and perception,
questions that influenced early modern art. Goya and Blake researched the
tension between reality and illusion in art, between the embodiment of the
visual experience and the disembodiment of the visual representation, between
the outer world and inner world, between the intention of the artist and the
individual imagination of the onlooker, and between a clear, legible image and an

unfinished, potential image.

The bodies of Robertson’s, Goya’s and Blake’s (pre-)cinematographic figures
demonstrate Castle’s inward-turn of the supernatural world and Adorno’s
definition of the phantasmagoria as a visual, subjective, imaginary world. With
their new visual techniques of smoke, light and shadow they questioned the
materiality and reality of the human body in art. Itis an effect that perfectly suits
filmic projection and graphic art, which are both in their own way ephemeral
media. This decorporalization or immaterialization of the image went hand-in-
hand with a greater attention for the subjective perception of the viewer, or
in other words, the corporalization of the viewing experience. The dialectics
of the decorporalization of the presentation and the corporalization of the
perception is a paradox specific to the phantasmagoria that contributed to the
development of modern art.

The Disparates and Jerusalem represent typical post-enlightened dialectics
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between life and death, reality and fantasy, apparition and illusion, guided by the
visual techniques and thematic scenes of Robertson’s phantasmagoria. It is not
just the phantasmagoria as a metaphor that sheds more light on Goya’s and Blake’s
late graphic works; the phantasmagoria as a contemporary cinematographic
spectacle is an innovative source of visual techniques — dematerialisation, floating
bodies, smoke and light effects — which inspired Goya and Blake to visualize new

ideas about subjective perception and imagination in eerie phantasms.
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DEATH BY REPRESENTATION

MIMESIS BETWEEN MURDER AND IMMORTALITY IN
EDGAR ALLAN POE’S “THE OVAL PORTRAIT”

Michiel J. O. Verheij

Leiden University, Netherlands

INTRODUCTION

Imagine a wounded traveler, taking refuge in an abandoned castle in the Italian

mountains. The man enters a small room inside the castle, and lies down on
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the bed to recover from his wound. He begins to study the paintings that cover
the walls, and in a little book found on his pillow, he reads the history of their
creation. His eye is especially caught by a small portrait of a young girl, which
has a mesmerizing and somewhat unsettling effect on him. The expression of
this portrait is extremely lifelike. Turning to his little book, our traveler starts
to read the story behind this fascinating painting. He finds out that the portrait
depicts the artist’s bride. This painter was so obsessed by his art, so taken up
by his struggle to create the perfect representation of life, that he failed to
notice how his wife’s health steadily declined as he was painting her. With every
brushstroke the vital powers faded from her body. When at last the artist had
finished his portrait, he exclaimed triumphantly: “This is indeed Life itself!” —

only to find that his wife had died.

Thus ends the short story “The Oval Portrait” by Edgar Allan Poe. As this brief
summary makes clear, Poe’s story raises issues that are central to the topic
of this volume, focusing as it does on the intimate connections between art
and death. The following paper will not, however, address examples of the
cultural or artistic representation of death, but will instead consider the idea of
representation itself as involving a form of death. | will discuss the way in which
the story of “The Oval Portrait” brings out a fundamental paradox at the heart
of the artistic process, and dramatizes its ambiguous relationship with living
reality. The thematic structure of Poe’s tale will be shown to involve an exact
reversal of the famous story of Pygmalion as told by Ovid, both stories offering
contrasting images of the nature of artistic creation. | relate the comparison
of these two stories to a discussion of the perennial debate concerning the
nature of mimesis. “The Oval Portrait”, it will be argued, offers a remarkable
window from which to consider Plato’s infamous criticism of art, as well as the
poststructuralist notion of the ‘simulacrum’. Specifically, the tale can be read as
a vivid demonstration of Baudrillard’s theory of ‘simulation’, in which the model

is replaced by the image and reality gives way to ‘hyperreality’.

MicHIEL |. O. VERHEY
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REPRESENTATION, MURDER, IMMORTALITY

“The Oval Portrait” can be read as an allegory or metaphor for the act of artistic
representation in general. The tragic history of the painting dramatically evokes
an underlying opposition between art and nature, between the image and the
original. In the course of the portrait’s creation, the painted version of the girl
gradually develops into a rival of the living girl. While the artist was working to
create an absolute likeness of his wife, his real 