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7. 

The Measure of Poussin’s Painting. 

Tony Green 

 

On a toujours essayé d’élucider le problème de Poussin à partir d’un examen de ses 

idées, de ses sources et de ses thèmes, parfois aussi à partir du matériel d’objets dont il 

s’est inspiré – objets matériels ou objets figuratifs. Or, le problème de Poussin n’est pas 

un problème des sources, mais un problème de création. 

Pierre Francastel, 1958. Colloque Poussin, 1960, I, 202 

 

I. The Legacy of Twentieth-Century Poussin Scholarship 

Forty years on, there has still been no serious attempt to confront Francastel’s 

“problème de création”, to solve which he had placed himself “résolument au point de 

vue plastique.” Instead, the corpus of Nicolas Poussin’s history paintings has attracted a 

largely hermeneutic, exegetical and philological corpus of writing. Poussin as a painter, 

brush in hand, barely figures in this commentary. Instead his paintings have been 

regarded as if they were secondary texts to the primary texts of history, philosophy and 

literature that he had read. In order to determine his ideas, it has been supposed that what 

was required was to locate those texts and see through the density of their medium to the 

statements, propositions and arguments that constitute ideas. To be sure, it was qualified 

that these ideas were always somewhat modified by Poussin. 

Exemplary of this corpus of writing (in English) is Anthony Blunt’s 1967 

monograph on Poussin as “peintre-philosophe.”1 Blunt explicitly rejected “modern” 
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understanding of Poussin as “one of the great masters of formal design.” He set himself 

to explain, on the “exact contrary”, Poussin’s “thought”, how Poussin “gives visible 

expression to certain ideas.”2 These, he made clear, are ethical and metaphysical ideas, 

sufficient representations of Poussin’s philosophical world-view. By rejecting Roger 

Fry’s “extreme” formalist disregard of content, Blunt takes license for an equally extreme 

disqualification of form. He treats “style” as no more than an adjunct, regarding 

Poussin’s classicism as a reflection of stoicism. The medium, the means, is squeezed out 

of consideration, as no more than instrumental. Consequently, everything that Blunt calls 

ideas is derived from whatever he can isolate in the pictures as narrative and symbol. 

The hermeneutic process of interpretation when applied to paintings makes them 

into pseudo-writing. Though writing is difficult enough as a medium for ideas, painting 

offers difference. Propositions and arguments are beyond its powers; whilst its expression 

of narrative is also strictly limited by its medium. The current common opinion is that 

Poussin’s paintings are merely a specialized topic of philological erudition. Unless and 

until Francastel’s project is renewed, modified by subsequent theory, it will not be 

possible to take the measure of Poussin as a painter.3 

We might begin with Poussin’s own fundamental definition of painting: “an 

imitation made with lines and colors on a surface of all that can be seen under the Sun: its 

purpose is delight.”4 Torquato Tasso may be the source for Poussin’s definition of 

painting: this is a modification of Artistotle’s discussion of drama in the Poetics.5 

Alain Rey has argued that Aristotle’s term mimesis was restricted in meaning in 

the eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries, because of the then insistent use for the 

imitation of an object and its fixation on beauty.6 But, as Rey shows, Artistotelian 



7. Green  3 

 

mimesis extended to the arts of dance and flute-playing, which often do not have an 

object to imitate. Mimesis included both what was represented, the mimemata, and how it 

was represented, the means or medium, the semeia: rhythmos, logos, and armonia. In 

painting, Rey notes, these semeia can only be the colors and figures. Omission of the 

semeia has continually privileged content. This has its roots in the doctrine of the 

Académie Royale in the 1660s, based on literary and rhetorical theory. The semeia were 

regarded as elementary craft, an address to the senses, which every guild- member could 

produce, whereas the Academy’s art addressed the mind, with a rational deployment of 

rhetorical content. 

The modernist alternative of a return to a privileging of form has had little credit 

in art history, seen as aesthetic - subjective and sensual style-preferences. But Rey’s re-

reading of Aristotle, points to a sense of form that has been mistakenly rejected along 

with formalism. When form is understood as a verb instead of as a noun, artworks can be 

seen as having been formed in their media, semeia, towards their overall effect of 

figuration, mimemata. The resultant overall pictorial effect, the look of the picture, sets 

the terms for the process of seeing in all its inferential complexity. 

Form, in this sense, is the necessary fundamental focus of attention of any painter, 

the trans-formation of colors into figures. The continual assessment of this in a work in 

progress cannot be based entirely on a lucid theoretical statement formulated in advance. 

Poussin included a remark to this effect in his observations on painting, on the practice of 

painting: “OF THE EXAMPLE OF GOOD MASTERS. Even though instruction 

concerning practice follows the study of theory, unless theoretical precepts are confirmed 

by evidence they do not impress on the mind the working habits that are the result of 
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practical experience” or scienza fattiva 7 This scienza fattiva, as painters know, is 

accumulated by looking at paintings and refining workshop practice. In this regard, 

painters may be said to think with their painting, as directors of movies think with 

moving images; as poets think with their poems; or as choreographers, “create their 

images not in words, but in plastic positions and rhythmic movements.”8 The privileging 

of content misses the crucial engagement of the arts with their media. It hastens to 

analyze paraphrases of plot, character and symbol; treats media as transparent to what 

they represent; and ignores the thought that takes place in medium and process. 

Few accounts of Poussin’s paintings recognize how the effects of figures are 

produced. But they rarely begin at the level of the scienza fattiva that has produced the 

visible. The production by painting of the visible is, in ancient theory, considered as the 

result of an effort, wonderful in itself, developed from generation to generation. The 

painting of the invisible, dependent on the painting of the visible, is perhaps the most 

important measure of history painting in those writings of antiquity respected by Poussin 

and his contemporaries, in Xenophon, in Pliny the Elder, and in Philostratus.9 It is also 

critically important in our time. W. T. Mitchell writes: “We can never understand a 

picture unless we grasp the ways in which it shows what cannot be seen. One thing that 

cannot be seen in an illusionistic picture, or which tends to conceal itself is precisely its 

own artificiality.”10 

 

II. Looking Again 

The “visual turn” of recent years, away from the dominance of the “linguistic 

turn” of the 1960s, is encouraging. But it has focused attention mainly on the practices of 
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realist and craftsman-like or painterly painters – John Constable, for Sir Ernst Gombrich; 

Dutch painting, for Svetlana Alpers; Velázquez, for Michel Foucault; and a range of 

painterly and realist painters for Michael Podro and James Elkins.11 This effect of the 

“execution”, to use Eugène Delacroix’s term, is easily comprehended in such paintings, 

but it is much harder to comprehend it in most of Poussin’s paintings from the mid-1630s 

on, in which vivid separate brushstrokes are smoothed away.12 

There has been some reflection on the phenomenon of the double-articulation of 

painting in the writing of Gombrich and Richard Wollheim.13 That is to say: both the 

visibility of the materials and the visible figural effect can be comprehended, whatever 

character the forms may take, including the non-objective. Inseparable as these two 

aspects of the visible in painting may be, they can only be thought of in alternation, with 

shifts of attention back and forth between them. Only this shift can encompass the art of 

painting in Poussin’s work, as in any painter’s. 

The effects of the artifice are crucial: they induce an absorption in the figures of a 

painting, and yet always remain visible as a trace of the painter’s performance. Only one 

half of this is accounted for in an iconological or semiological approach, such as that of 

Erwin Panofsky, which addresses communication of ideas by that which is represented. 

Formalism fails too, because it disconnects figural form from the symbolic meanings of 

its figures. The recognition of artifice as foundation for painted image opens a possibility 

for art history, in which form and content are not regarded as separate. This would allow 

an extension to Michael Holly’s triad in which form and content still remain separate: 1) 

historical context (meaning and content); 2) artistic subjectivity (biography of artists); 

and 3) formalistic analysis (the meaning to the artist of forms).14 
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It is beyond doubt that the painter in the studio cannot neglect, as Poussin would 

say, anything that painting makes visible, including the figuration, whether smooth and 

classicist, or painterly and realist execution. While a work in progress had first to respond 

to Poussin’s own gaze, he had also to estimate how it would respond to the gaze of his 

patrons. And this is the look of a painting in its double articulation. That decides the 

emphasis in responses between the pictorial effect and the materiality of its painting, 

between absorption by content and reminders that it consists of marks organized by 

conventions. Thus painting may be thought of as a social performance, in which the 

painter is always watching the transformation of a work in progress, as the brush makes 

its figures appear, always for an “other” who will respond. Likewise a painting displays 

in every stroke, for respondent viewers, both its figural content and the work in the 

medium that has made them. Response is always strange because it is always the work of 

an “other”, whether old and dead or alive and contemporary. Something of the social in 

the process of making and responding is documented in Poussin’s letters to Paul de 

Chantelou, especially those answering criticisms.15 

Most of Poussin’s pictures are histories, mythologies or allegories. They are not in 

the realist mode, common in the earlier seventeenth-century, in which the limits of 

materials and current conventions are challenged. The painter in that mode pretends to be 

an eye-witness, conjuring up a seeming every-day actuality, with an on-the-spot 

transcription of a particular slice from a luminous spatial continuum. Its pretences are 

always denied by its painterly surface, and the limits of the still and silent framed picture. 

Poussin’s art may acknowledge this way of painting early on, but by the mid-1630s it 

usually distances itself from an effect of presence by the obvious dominance of its 
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conventions. These pictures appear to be works of an artist from Raphael’s studio - or 

Domenichino’s – but re-educated in a renewed study of the art of antiquity. This kind of 

painting has its own kind of artifice that even in its most classical appearance nonetheless 

retains traces of seventeenth-century painterliness. 

That painting is artificial - that all its figures are embodied in a medium and that it 

has strict limits - is not foreign to Poussin’s intellectual context. In Poussin’s time 

interplay between illusion and artifice was a value called “wit.” This manifests itself 

everywhere in the arts, as in the poetry of Giam Battista Marino; Shakespeare’s language 

and dramatic conceptions; as a central issue of Cervantes’s fiction; in the conceits of 

Bernini’s sculpture; in the layers of illusion of Rubens Achilles tapestries; and in the 

Farnese Gallery ceiling painting by Annibale Carracci. 

As regards painting, it is close to the surface in a book that Poussin certainly 

knew, the Imagines of Philostratus the Elder, translated into French by Blaise de 

Vigenère in 1578, with its copious engravings and annotations.16 Whenever there are 

histories in pictures, Philostratus explains them, but his text is primarily a description of 

what is to be seen in them. Frequently he exceeds the bounds of the simply visible, as if 

the painting evokes the invisible in a scene that seems to be filled with sounds, movement 

and odours. But this is not to be dismissed as applause for an impossible realism. The text 

has its own apparent artifice: it is set within a narrative frame. It is fictionally addressed 

to a young boy, who has to be recalled from his absorption in pictures, to hear the 

author’s historical and mythological annotations. It is to be supposed that the author’s 

excesses are attuned to the boy’s absorption in fantasies set off by the paintings. But the 

real audience for the discourse is two adult students of the arts, who, being adults cannot 
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be so easily duped by the painting’s seeming realities that they overlook the artifice that 

creates it. 

Painting is, thus in Philostratus’s text, an art like conjuring. Included in Blaise de 

Vigenère’s notes is the chapter in the Life of Apollonius of Tyana by a Philostratus he 

assumed to be the author of the Imagines.17 In this chapter, Philostratus makes explicit 

the double-articulation of art on which all of the play between artifice and illusion is 

based. He describes bronze reliefs of battles, covered in places with patches of red 

copper: “You would say”, he writes, “that the earth is soaked in gore, even though it is 

but copper.” But, as Philostratus the Younger declares in the introduction to his own 

Imagines (inserted in the prefatory material of Bellori’s Lives) the deceptions of painting 

are harmless illusions.18 

There is no doubt that iconological explanation such as Philostratus’s distracts 

attention from the pleasure of absorption in gazing at paintings. It is widely reported that 

in lectures with slides pictures and discourse often compete for attention. Even when 

discourse addresses the specifics of a picture, this competition is only partly resolved, 

because pictures always generate a different discourse for each person. In our time, after 

an age of iconology and the pleasures of library and archive, it is difficult for art 

historians to envisage a return to the gallery and the delights of painting. Unlike 

Philostratus’s boy, we should attend to the question of how Poussin’s paintings produce 

their particular effects. Then it could point the way, not only to appreciating the 

complexities of the paintings’ contents, but to understanding their harmless illusions and 

rediscovering their wit, their artifice. 
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III. At the Limits in Poussin’s History Painting 

The broad scope of this essay does not allow more than a preliminary ébauche of 

what I have just proposed. Having outlined an argument for the fundamental need to look 

at Poussin’s pictures as paintings, I shall now sketch in some notes on the figures of his 

pictorial artifice. The general tendencies of Poussin’s working at the limits of history 

painting can be broadly specified and illustrated for me as a series of points which I lay 

out and comment on below. 

* * * 

a) All figures are permanently fixed in their places, constructing one and only one 

view of a scene. Chains of figures of dancers can never move; figures of winged angels 

carrying St Paul cannot move up or down. Yet somehow we always contrive to decide 

which way these transfixed figures should be going. Aerial figures require, of course, a 

suspension of disbelief. That is easier to grant if they have wings: in the case of a 

wingless Venus painted as being above the ground and carrying the additional weight of 

arms for Aeneas, she is supported by Cupids. But painted figures are not bound by 

gravity or mechanics. The possibility of painting to suggest otherwise varies within the 

context of each and every painting. The question is always posed: what did the painter 

have to know in order to be able to make us respond, by attributing seeming 

impossibilities, whether of action or affect, to painted figures? That is the content of the 

thought proper to a painter, without which neither narrative drama nor allegory in 

painting can exist. 

To describe the actions and affects of figures is to plunge into the mimemata, the 

motifs as Panofsky would call them. Philostratus might explain them by the anatomical 
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and dynamic potentialities of the living body. A figure with one leg and the opposite arm 

raised is usually meant for a running man in painting as much as in the conventional sign 

for an emergency exit. As any athlete will know, when that figure has its head turned to 

look behind it, the sense of its potential forward movement is impeded. Though painted 

figures are incapable of seeing anything, the line of sight of a figure, even when the eye-

socket presents a dark or blank, directs us to the object of its attention. When that object 

is a prostrate grey-fleshed man entwined by a large python, the impeded movement reads 

as the affect of a man frozen in horror, as in a nightmare – the Landscape, with a man 

killed by a snake in the National Gallery, London. 

It would be possible to take the examination of such a pictorial set-up one stage 

further. The running man, the dead man, the python, and the rest of the figures are all 

magical productions of the semeia, due to Poussin’s scienza fattiva. A description of the 

effect of these would be lengthy. Perhaps more could be learned of how it is done from a 

demonstration by a skilled painter, especially if that were combined with commentary 

that made principles explicit. On this topic of demonstration as against theory, Bellori has 

an instructive anecdote: Agostino Carracci discourses upon the merits of the Laocoön, 

while his brother Annibale simply takes a piece of chalk and draws it, from memory, on 

the wall. 

* * * 

b) Figures in a painting make no sound, emit no odors, emit no radiation of heat, 

and they cannot be touched, though they may be made to yield all these effects by 

inference. Pictures of food and drink, however much they are distanced by artifice, may 

even stimulate salivation. Hence the fanciful ancient anecdotes of birds and bees 
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deceived by paintings. But as we recall, from the anecdote of Parrhasius and Apelles, it is 

even more of an achievement to deceive a human artist into attempting to draw back a 

painted curtain.19 Every time we are shown the figures of boats and bathers on a level 

blue expanse, we do not hesitate to say there is a lake, river or sea. The effect is 

especially charming in Poussin’s Birth of Bacchus (Fogg Art Museum), as he 

differentiates between limbs of bathers above water and immersed below it. 

Figures are not only silent and motionless; they are removed from our touch. It is 

therefore only possible to tell whether a figure is meant to be alive or dead in a picture by 

the attendant circumstances. Coloring can be a measure, though not always decisive, as in 

the complicated play in the Narcissus and Echo (Louvre). The color of the fading but still 

living Echo literally fades her into the rock. Cupid, by contrast, seems very much alive 

standing someway back in the picture, except that he is ruddy because illuminated by the 

flaming torch he is holding. Is Narcissus dead? His coloring is far from ruddy, but there is 

a little warm light on his chest. Is he still alive: or is this due to the light, painted as some 

distance away, of the torch? 

In both the Extreme Unction paintings the condition of the dying early Roman 

Christian is left to our assessment on the basis of the various responses of the figures 

around him, mourners, praying figures, priest with the last rites, and the doctor returning 

the useless medicine to his servant. The moribund man appears as barely alive, an effect 

that Poussin claimed was in emulation of Apelles whose paintings he had never seen.20 

* * * 

c) Paintings, unlike holograms, do not reveal more of the figures and the space 

when the respondent moves. But Poussin asked that his paintings should be read figure 
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by figure. In effect this means that the respondent should not stand at the correct viewing-

point fixed by perspective. While the whole picture may be enjoyed at a distance of two 

or three feet or more, the figures are best read at a distance of about eighteen inches, or 

even closer, with possibly a step or two sideways. Thus close to a painting not only do 

the actions and affects of each figure claim attention, but it cannot be overlooked that the 

figures are indeed painted. 

* * * 

d) Paintings extend only as far as the frame, never forming part of the spatial and 

temporal extensions beyond it. As in Philostratus’s descriptions there can be several 

phases of a narrative within a single extensive landscape scene.21 In Poussin’s 

mythologies in landscape settings, it is not uncommon for figures to be from different 

stories. With Poussin it is rare for there to be sub-frames within the main frame, 

containing scenes from other phases of a narrative. However there is one: the Adoration 

of the Shepherds (National Gallery, London), the Annunciation to the Shepherds is in the 

background, framed by the foreground architecture. 

Devices that suggest continuity from one scene to another or from one painting to 

another can be contrived, as in the Seven Sacraments. As I have shown in my Nicolas 

Poussin paints the Seven Sacraments twice, there is a connecting device in the 

Sacraments: figures that are supposed to be proceeding out of one painting and, by 

implication, towards the next. This device will not have been much noticed, because of 

the common failure to display the paintings in their correct Counter-reformation sequence 

since their importation into Protestant England.22 This is remarkably evident in the 

apparently random order in which the second set has usually been displayed in an 
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octagon room, where the Counter-Reformation sequence has been consistently ignored, 

in spite of the my explanation of it in my Ph D thesis (University of Edinburgh, 1968) 

and in my published book on the Sacraments.  

* * * 

e). Painting as an art of concealment. The ground is covered by the imprimatura; 

the imprimatura by the ébauche and so on, up to the finishing glazes. It is the same with 

figures. Not every part of every figure can always be visible. The far side of all figures 

may be imagined but can never be seen, at least before Cubism. Only the nearer 

“hemisphere” is visible, as with the moon. Furthermore, only the outer surface can be 

seen: the inside is concealed. Drapery conceals skin; skin conceals flesh; and flesh 

conceals bones. Much can be done in painting with the transparency of glass containers, 

with their reflections and the visibility of their contents, but Poussin, unlike Dutch 

painters, rarely exploits this. 

Poussin’s figures sometimes come close to the condition of the figures Réné 

Descartes saw beneath his window, suits of clothes that may conceal automatons. Since 

painting is removed from our grasp, there is no way of telling what is beneath their 

draperies. The figure most suspiciously like an automaton is Eliezer in the Eliezer and 

Rebecca (Louvre). He is clothed from head to foot. His face is heavily bearded, and one 

of his hands is hidden in deep shade. What may be taken at first for bare feet are, in fact, 

covered by his gray soft leather shoes. 

More common in painting, especially in Dutch portraits, is the trick with a close-

fitting glove, contrasted with a bare fleshy hand. Poussin pulls off a similar trick with a 

figure in the first version of Baptism. This figure, in the process of taking off his shirt, has 
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his head completely covered, yet it is unmistakably a head in its broad but muffled 

outline. Poussin also plays with empty dress and mask, lying on the ground, in the Feast 

of Pan (National Gallery, London), almost, but not quite, as if there were a person inside 

it. David, in The Triumph of David (Prado Museum) sits beside Goliath’s head and a heap 

of armor which could almost be the collapsed figure of the dead giant. 

In several paintings, Poussin, exploits the reddish or brown imprimatura as a 

shade color in the finished painting. In the Inspiration of the Poet (Louvre), Apollo’s lyre 

exists only by virtue of the light yellow of a few broken touches of its outline. 

In the Adoration of the Shepherds (figure 7.1) the reddish ground is only slightly 

modified to make the red brick architecture. The ass is clearly visible, but where is the 

ox? It proves to be a reddish brown beast the color of the imprimatura, little more than a 

surprising eye in the midst of the same color of the architecture, with only a few touches 

of a brown outline. Such painterly tricks, as in Titian’s paintings, announce the artifice by 

which the illusion is created for us, or in us, our propensity, remarked on in antiquity by 

both Philostratus and Pliny, to imagine figures in the clouds, or in the splash of paint 

from a sponge thrown against a wall. 

Poussin’s sensitivity to these powers of painting to reveal and conceal remained 

throughout his life. The Self-Portraits, especially the Louvre version, exploit it. There, in 

the Pointel version (Berlin) is Poussin’s image, projected in front of and separate from his 

tomb – the Pointel (Berlin) version; or in the Chantelou version (Louvre) an even stranger 

presentation of contrivance of the would-be make-believe real image. Within the 

painting, to the right, there is painted a canvas in its molded frame, empty but for the 

inscription of the sitter’s name, age and date. The canvas within the picture and the 
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canvas itself are almost indistinguishable from one another: it is the untouched color of 

the imprimatura. Since the inscription is always the last thing to go on the painting, the 

painting within the painting, it is implied, has been finished. The figure has, by 

implication, stepped off the canvas to sit in the chair in front of it, casting his shadow on 

part of the inscription. 

The figural “love of painting” in the allegorical fragment of a picture within the 

picture, upper left, warmly welcomes her lover, who is arriving after an absence. Even so 

this is itself part of the play of artifice: within the painting of the fragmentary painting 

with its molded frame, there is painted a metal diadem on the woman’s head with a metal 

eye, with blank eyeball, adjacent to the living colors of the eye in the woman’s profile 

head. Even though the illusion and artifice concern absence and presence, this has been 

less noticed than the riddles of the symbolic in the painting on the same theme.  

* * * 

f). When figures overlap they may conceal parts of the figures behind them in the 

fictive space. As a point of entry for Poussin’s handling of overlapping figures, let me 

take a brief statement in the theory of painting laid down in 1662, in Roland de 

Chambray’s Idée de la perfection de la peinture. Chambray divides painting into five 

theoretical parts: Invention, Proportion, Couleur, Mouvemens and Position regulière des 

figures. The last of these is, as he claims, “la Base de tout l’Edifice de la Peinture”: the 

foundation of the whole edifice of painting. He likens it, first, to the positioning of the 

parts of a building in their correct places by an architect. Second, he likens it to the work 

of a sculptor, who has carved all the parts of the human body in correct proportion, but 

who does not know how to put the parts together in their natural places, “de telle sorte, 
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que non seulement il n’aille pas attacher un bras au lieu d’une jambe, ny mettre un pié en 

la place d’une main, mais qu’il ne prenne pas mesme une main pour l’autre, ny la jambe 

gauche pour la droite, parce qu’autrement il feroit un monstre, et non pas un homme”, in 

such a way that not only should he not attach an arm instead of a leg, nor put a foot 

instead of a hand, but that he should never take one hand for the other, nor the left leg for 

the right, because otherwise he would make a monster, and not a man.23 Chambray 

regards this part, which he calls “Eurithmie de l’Art, et le Magistere de la Peinture”, as 

absolutely necessary, since the other parts are useless, unless this fifth part has been 

carried out intelligently. He maintains that even if the other four parts are slightly 

defective, the work will always be “estimable et digne d’un Peintre”, estimable and 

worthy of a painter, if this latter part is perfected. It might be said that writing about 

Poussin’s painting has been restricted to the first four parts. 

Who would suspect that Poussin could be so incompetent as to err in this 

elementary but necessary fifth part, Position? Yet there are moments in compositions of 

many overlapping figures, when he appears to have made monsters. Philostratus remarks 

that it is not difficult for a painter to make hybrid creatures, such as centaurs and satyrs, 

but that it is difficult to make a satisfactory transition at the juncture of the two parts. 

Poussin frequently paints such hybrids, especially in his early mythology paintings. In the 

Feast of Pan (figure 7.2) there is an abundance of these mixed creatures. In the crowd of 

overlapping figures of men, women, satyrs and goats, as in an ancient bas-relief, there is 

one seemingly unattached goat’s leg on the far left of the painting. What is most 

disturbing about this is that in all of the vast literature on our painter, as far as I can see, 



7. Green  17 

 

this has never been mentioned. I should perhaps withhold the explanation, in the hope 

that the readers of this will find it out for themselves, in a process of close scrutiny. 

It is always wise to check out the correct Position of all the limbs. Where they 

are partly obscured by overlapping figures, a process of inference has to be gone through. 

In so doing, it becomes clear that the array of figures is made from a display of mixed up 

limbs: men with goat’s legs; goat’s legs; and limbs of men and women. Accounting for 

the bodies to which each of the limbs and visible fragments of limbs is attached is a slow 

and fascinating process. At the far left the detached goat’s leg is almost at shoulder 

height, too high to be on the ground. It does not seem to belong to any visible goat or 

satyr. The solution: in the dim shade that surrounds him can be seen a man with a cloak 

over his shoulder, a goatskin cloak with, still attached to it, a dangling goat’s leg. 

There are moments in Poussin’s paintings that have not been mentioned at all in 

the three hundred years since they were painted. In the Rape of the Sabines (figure 7.3) 

note the figure to the right of centre, of a soldier seizing a woman and threatening with a 

dagger an old man who vainly seeks to protect her. The soldier-figure’s chest seems 

strangely different in coloring from the rest of his body. It must be that he is wearing a 

yellowish breast-plate, an artifact that is modeled in the same way as his (concealed) 

torso would be. This is an artifact within an artifact, announcing thereby the artifice of 

both the painting and that which it offers as representation. But that is not all, because his 

right arm appears at first sight, as many observers have noticed, to be the wrong color 

too: rather too pink and rather too soft for a man’s arm. But wait, if that is what we 

believe we are seeing, we are ludicrously mistaken: it is the woman’s arm and his arm is 

hidden from view. This is a trap for the unwary, turning the tables on those who think the 
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painter is incompetent in position. It would be avoided by anyone who looked sufficiently 

carefully at all the parts and all the detail, as the painter must, because the hand attached 

to the raised arm is a left not a right.  

There is a similar confusion of parts, a seeming error in position in the Louvre 

Eliezer and Rebecca, painted for Jean Pointel in 1648. Her arm extends in front of his 

chest. Commonly it is mistaken, at first sight for a right arm that is far too long, because 

its connection with her shoulder is hidden by Eliezer’s figure and by shade. Alternatively, 

when it is pointed out that it is far too long to be her arm, it is then equally commonly 

mistaken for his left arm, because his left arm holding gold bracelets is hidden in deep 

shade. It seems to be pointing to Rebecca, who is the one chosen as the bride for Isaac for 

Eliezer, who only does so with divine guidance. Mischievously, again, this is not a right 

hand but a left. The woman is not in fact pointing at Rebecca, but guiding a rope that 

descends into the well. But, like an inexplicably detached sign, it seems to point to her. 

A central issue of the painting is the judgment that Eliezer has to make of the 

suitability of one the many girls as a bride for Isaac. Since all the girls are similarly 

beautiful, and no doubt sexually attractive, in the picture, it comes down to a judgment of 

character, based on their actions. But it is imperative that the person judging, the 

responding viewer, should know a right hand from a left, should not be subject to hasty 

and inaccurate inferences. 

 

IV. Finishing Up 

In conclusion, it should be recognized that there are historically defined limits to 

what Poussin’s history painting can do. Poussin, working in the earlier seventeenth 
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century, was clearly aware of the conventionality of history painting and was prepared to 

make it an object for his wit, playing with the resulting anomalies in its system of 

appearances. Mention of such anomalies was largely suppressed by the later seventeenth-

century theoretical rationalization in favor of a transparently communicative function for 

painting. Thereafter the wit in Poussin’s painting became invisible. Twentieth century art, 

in revolt against the ready acceptance of these conventions in their nineteenth-century 

guise, repeatedly exposed them as absurdities of artifice. Marcel Duchamp’s oeuvre is 

virtually a catalogue of the issues raised. While, as a result of another look, Poussin’s wit 

becomes visible again, it is important to realize that his wit is not simply a retrospective 

modern invention. His witty play with conventions is typical of earlier seventeenth 

century practice in all the arts. In painting, it would have been instructed both by the play 

with artifice of Italians of the mid-sixteenth century, such as Giulio Romano and 

Francesco Salviati, and by antique writing on the magic of painterly representation, 

subjects for another essay. 
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