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W e r n e r B u s c h 

C O P L E Y , W E S T , AND T H E T R A D I T I O N OF 

E U R O P E A N H I G H A R T 

We have b e c o m e used to see ing A m e r i c a n p a i n t i n g of the e igh teen th and 
n i n e t e e n t h centur ies f r om a E u r o p e a n perspect ive , that is, as an art of o n l y 
relat ive mer i t . I n the e ighteenth century , A m e r i c a n art seems total ly depen 
dent on Eng l i sh m o d e l s , w h i l e in the n i n e t e e n t h cen tu ry it is l a rge l y d o m i 
nated by the i n f l u e n c e of the D u s s e l d o r f schoo l . V e r y o f ten it is prec ise ly 
the A m e r i c a n e l e m e n t in A m e r i c a n p a i n t i n g that is cons ide red p r o v i n c i a l 
and na ive . Recent exh ib i t i ons — such as T h o m a s Gaehtgens 's Bilder aus der 
Neuen Welt — have tried to d o just ice to the part icu lar contr ibut ion of A m e r i 
can pa in t i ng . 1 A s a correct ion of current v iews, this is use fu l and necessarv. 
In a c a d e m i c d i scourse , however , es tab l i shed pos i t i ons are not that read i l y 
d i scarded . I th ink it jus t i f iab le , therefore, to assume the E u r o p e a n ro le once 
m o r e — p l a y i n g a k i n d of dev i l ' s advocate . 

In the f o l l o w i n g d i scuss ion of A m e r i c a n h i s to ry pa in ters w o r k i n g in 
E n g l a n d at the e n d of the e igh teen th century , I shal l a rgue that the nove l ty 
of A m e r i c a n h i s to ry p a i n t i n g — so a b u n d a n t l y stressed in recent cr i t ical 
d i s c u s s i o n — is n o t so m u c h a s p e c i f i c a l l y A m e r i c a n p h e n o m e n o n but 
instead fo l lows an Eng l i sh t rad i t i on and is part of a genera l change of the 
E u r o p e a n concep t i on of p a i n t i n g in the late e igh teen th century . It is poss i 
ble, however, that the A m e r i c a n o r i g i n of these pa in ters m a d e t h e m react 
m o r e sens i t i ve ly a n d dec i s i ve l y to these new trends, w h i c h can be re lated 
to a new m a n n e r of art recept ion resu l t i ng f rom the c h a n g e d character of 
the pub l i c . 

E n g l a n d ' s p r o m i n e n t r o l e in this c h a n g e de r i ves , r o u g h l y s p e a k i n g , 
f rom two Eng l i sh pecu l i a r i t i e s : f irst , f r o m the ear ly ex is tence of a const i tu 
t iona l m o n a r c h y , wh ich , at least in large cit ies, b rough t about a measure of 
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social transparency, if not social permeability, with a powerful debating 
press, and, second, from the absence of a specifically English art tradition 
before the first third of the eighteenth century. Subsequently, this absence 
led to a need to compensate by inaugurating a national school of history 
painting, and at the same time it created an awareness of English particu
larity. T h e general change in the European conception of painting first 
became evident as an international Neoclassicism during the second half 
of the eighteenth century in Rome. The important share English artists had 
in this development has only now been realized. The separate English way 
and the change of European art language converge in what we now call the 
rise of historical thinking. 

This meant that English art did not see itself as an integral part of a 
European tradition of High Art but began to look at this tradition in an 
art-historical way (which was connected to the rise of a new public and facil
itated by the development of a new aesthetics of perception). It also meant 
that the archaeological dimension of this international Neoclassicism — its 
attempt to reconstruct the purity of classical antiquity — accounted for its 
sentimental and reflective tendency. This specifically English conscious
ness of artistic and historical difference was expressed with great lucidity 
by Sir Joshua Reynolds in 1790 in the last of his Royal Academy discourses: 

In pursuing this great Art [i.e., the High Art tradition of Michelangelo], it must 
be acknowledged that we labour under greater difficulties than those who 
were born in the age of its discovery, and whose minds from their infancy 
were habituated to this style; who learnt it as language, as their mother 
tongue. They had no mean taste to unlearn; they needed no persuasive dis
course to allure them to a favourable reception of it, no abstruse investigation 
of its principles to convince them of the great latent truths on which it is 
founded. We are constrained, in these later days, to have recourse to a sort of 
Grammar and Dictionary, as the only means of recovering a dead language. 
It was by them learned by rote, and perhaps better learned that way than 
by precept.2 

I shall attempt to show in a detailed analysis of a single painting by John 
Singleton Copley what consequences such consciousness and the recourse 
to the dictionary of a lost language of art had for the American-English art 
of the late eighteenth century. It will be necessary, however, occasionally to 
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broaden the con tex t to i n c l u d e B e n j a m i n West and , b e y o n d West, W i l l i a m 
H o g a r t h , in o r d e r to show the r e l evance , in this con tex t , of a g e n u i n e l y 
Eng l i sh t rad i t i on . 

C o p l e y ' s Watson and the Shark ( f ig. 1) has cer ta in l y rece ived e x h a u s t i v e 
cr i t i ca l a t t en t i on . 3 T h i s a p p e a r s to be even m o r e t r u e of West 's Death of 
General Wolfe ( f ig . 2).4 Neverthe less , I sha l l d iscuss C o p l e y ' s p a i n t i n g once 
m o r e , u s i n g West's Wolfe as a fo i l . I c anno t c o m e u p wi th new his tor ica l 
ev idence, but I h o p e to g ive m o r e depth to what we a l ready know by l o o k i n g 
at it f r o m a d i f f e ren t perspect ive . 

T h e n o v e l t y of West's as wel l as C o p l e y ' s h is tor ica l p a i n t i n g s lies — as 
estab l i shed scho la r l y o p i n i o n has it — in its concent ra t ion on c o n t e m p o 
ra ry h i s to ry in c o n t e m p o r a r y guise . T h i s new rea l i sm in h i s to ry p a i n t i n g 
is the f irst A m e r i c a n c o n t r i b u t i o n to Wes tern art, as one can read in the 
standard work on Copley . 5 West, the Q u a k e r f rom Ph i l ade lph ia , and Cop ley , 
the P u r i t a n f r o m Bos ton , d e v e l o p e d a d i s t inc t l y natura l i s t i c p r a g m a t i s m , 
free f r o m the b u r d e n of E u r o p e a n t rad i t i on . West — as the m o r e n u a n c e d 
o p i n i o n of a m o r e recent m o n o g r a p h w o u l d have it — on the one h a n d a imed 
at authent ic i ty , at the recons t ruc t ion "o f how it ac tua l l y was," a n d on the 
o ther s trove to ach ieve the m o n u m e n t a l d i g n i t y o f the classic h i s tor ica l 
t rad i t ion . 6 In the case of Wolfe he was able to l ink both by t r a n s c e n d i n g the 
m e r e l y i l lus t ra t i ve e l ements : Wol fe ' s dea th c o n n o t e d C h r i s t i a n m a r t y r d o m 
by the d y i n g genera l ' s a s s u m p t i o n of the pose of the dead Chr is t . Or , as 
m a i n t a i n e d e lsewhere , the dea th for the f a ther land is e n n o b l e d by the a l l u 
s ion to Chr is t ' s dea th for m a n k i n d . 7 I n s i m i l a r fash ion one c o u l d say of 
Cop ley ' s Watson that its y o u t h f u l hero , in a t tack ing the m o n s t r o u s shark, 
assumed the ro le and f igurat ion of Saint Michae l forc ing Evi l back into hell . 
T h u s the c o m m o n c o n t e m p o r a r y event was m a d e par t of Chr i s t i an sacred 
h i s tory . 8 N o n e of these i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s is w r o n g : West 's Wolfe is i n d e e d 
m o d e l e d after the scene of the L a m e n t a t i o n of Chr i s t , and Cop lev ' s hero 
d e f i n i t e l y fo l lows the Saint M i c h a e l type . A n d yet both observa t ions are 
neverthe less insu f f i c i en t , for the connec t i on to the Chr i s t i an m o d e l is in 
both cases m u c h m o r e c o m p l e x . T h e r e f o r e its m e a n i n g has to be m o d i f i e d . 

First we shal l e x a m i n e C o p l e y ' s Watson, e x h i b i t e d in 1778 at the Roya l 
A c a d e m y in L o n d o n . Its qua l i t y of reportage has of ten suggested a c o m p a r i 
son with T h e o d o r e Ger icaul t ' s Raft of the "Medusa" (Radeau de la "Meduse"), 
1818-1819 (Paris , M u s e e d u L o u v r e ) . In o ther respects, too, these two pa in t 
ings w o u l d seem to be re la ted : w i th the u n u s u a l n o v e l t y of the i r themes . 
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The Death of General Wolfe, 1770, 
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they bo th a i m e d , qu i t e successfu l ly , at the audience 's cur ios i ty , its lust for 
exc i t ement and sensat ion . 9 T h u s , the f u n c t i o n a l aspect of a new bourgeo i s 
art becomes ev iden t : s ince the react ion of the p u b l i c — that is, the aud ience 
and the press — d e t e r m i n e d the r a n k i n g a n d success of an artist, the artist 
had to surpass in n o v e l t y h is compet i t o r s , whose works covered the wal ls of 
the A c a d e m y e x h i b i t i o n by the h u n d r e d s . Ever s ince the late e igh teen th 
century , the arts, c o m p e l l e d by the marke t and its p e c u l i a r fo rms of d i s t r i 
bu t i on , have thus been u n d e r constant pressure to innova te . 

Cop ley ' s p a i n t i n g — a n d this is a lso s ign i f i cant here — is a p r i va te c o m 
m i s s i o n to record a s i ngu la r a n d d r a m a t i c event in the l i fe of its pa t ron . 
Nevertheless , the p a i n t i n g o b v i o u s l y cour t s the p u b l i c by its covert a l l u 
s ions to H i g h A r t . ft therefore c o m e s as n o surpr i se that C o p l e y m a d e two 
r e p r o d u c t i o n s , a n d as in the case of West's Wolfe, the p r in t after the pa in t 
ing was an e n o r m o u s success. Later, C o p l e y pa in ted c o n t e m p o r a r y h is tory 
d i rec t l y for the p u b l i c w i t h o u t an i n t e r v e n i n g pa t ron , o rgan i zed h is own 
exh ib i t i ons , a n d became d e p e n d e n t on the i n c o m e f r o m ent rance fees and 
f rom the sale of r e p r o d u c t i o n s o f f e red for subscr ip t ion (s ince the se l l i ng of 
c o n t e m p o r a r y h i s to ry p a i n t i n g was d e c i d e d l y d i f f i cu l t w i thout the h e l p of 
a pa t ron) . Such p a i n t i n g necessar i l y i m p l i e d tak ing sides in c o n t e m p o r a r y 
po l i t ica l debate and thus inev i tab ly became entang led in party pol i t ics . But 
it t h r i v e d on the cur i o s i t y of the p u b l i c n o matter what pos i t i on it assumed 
toward the event it represented . 

T h e par t i cu l a r q u a l i t y of Cop ley ' s Watson also relates to the character 
of the new bourgeo i s pub l i c . In its a l l u s i o n to es tab l i shed conven t i on and 
its use of f o r m u l a , the p r i v a t e subject mat ter becomes ava i lab le to co l lec 
t ive recept ion — w h i c h is, however , i n d i v i d u a l i z e d in as m u c h as the p r i 
vate inv i tes i n d i v i d u a l a n d sub jec t i ve in te rpre ta t i on s ince it cannot c l a im 
h is tor ica l or un i ve r sa l m e a n i n g . 

T h e event that occas ioned the p a i n t i n g can be to ld in few words . B r o o k 
Watson, a successful L o n d o n m e r c h a n t , had been attacked bv a shark in 
1749 when, at the age of fourteen, he was s w i m m i n g in the harbor of Havana . 
H e rece ived ser ious leg i n j u r i e s and lost h is r ight foot in the shark 's sec
o n d attack. W h e n it attacked for a th i rd t ime, however, it was d r i v e n away 
by the inmates of the a c c o m p a n y i n g boat. C o p l e y records this d ramat i c and 
dec is ive m o m e n t of the story. T h e c o m p o s i t i o n is re la t i ve ly s i m p l e : a tr i 
angle sh i f ted f rom the center in accordance wi th the ru les of the go lden 
sect ion . T h e t r i a n g l e ascends f r o m the br igh tes t part o f Watson ' s b o d y 
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( h e l p l e s s l y d r i f t i n g in the water ) , to the m a n on the r igh t b e n d i n g fo rward , 
to the f i g u r e h o l d i n g h i m , and f r o m there to the black m a n s tand ing u p r i g h t 
b e h i n d h i m ; then it leads d o w n w a r d aga in a l o n g the stra ight l i ne of the 
h a r p o o n . T h e basis o f this t r i ang le is f o r m e d by W a t s o n a n d the shark . In 
a d d i t i o n there is a c o r r e s p o n d e n c e between the r i s i n g l i n e of the oar a n d 
the d e s c e n d i n g l i n e of the mons ter ' s back. 

For C o p l e y the h i s t o r y p a i n t e r there is an o b v i o u s d i l e m m a . T h e m a i n 
p ro tagon i s t o f the p a i n t i n g h a d to be its p a t r o n . Bu t Watson is c o m p l e t e l y 
he lp less in the water. B e c a u s e of the pass i v i t y of the pa in t i ng ' s p r i n c i p a l 
f i gure , the hero 's r o l e is sh i f ted to the y o u n g h a r p o o n e r at the bow of the 
boat , w h o , w i th h a i r s t r e a m i n g , raises the l ance l i ke boat h o o k to dea l the 
dec i s i ve a n d s a v i n g blow. I n contrast to the classical c o n c e p t i o n of h i s t o ry 
p a i n t i n g , however , al l persons in the boat rece i ve the s a m e a t tent ion . T h e i r 
p re sence is n o t d e p e n d e n t on a h e r o ; each o n e is a l l owed to react i n d i v i d u 
a l ly . T h e press p r a i s e d e spec i a l l y C o p l e y ' s ab i l i t y to d i f f e ren t i a te p h y s i o g 
n o m i e s . T h e g a r m e n t s of the p ro tagon i s t s a p p e a r to be c o n t e m p o r a r y ; it 
can a lso be p r o v e d that C o p l e y u s e d c o n t e m p o r a r y v iews for his s i l houe t te 
of H a v a n a . Never the less , two t h i n g s seem u n u s u a l : f irst , Watson is a lmos t 
c o m p l e t e l y n a k e d , a n d the e x t r e m e pa leness of h is b o d y h a d crit ics r e m a r k 
w i th s o m e i r r i t a t i on that it m a d e h i m l o o k as if he were a l r eady dead. 1 0 

Second , the wh i t e u n d e r g a r m e n t of the y o u t h f u l h e r o fal ls u n u s u a l l y w i d e 
a n d , in d i s t i n c t l y n o n c o n t e m p o r a r y f a s h i o n , we l l d o w n b e l o w the be l t ; 
f u r t h e r m o r e it is d r a p e d above the knee of the left leg, w h i c h is ra i sed at 
a r igh t ang le . H e r e the c o n t e m p o r a r y is r epresen ted in a d e f i n i t e l y c lassi 
cal m a n n e r . 

T h e m o t i f can be t raced to the i c o n o g r a p h y of Sa in t M i c h a e l , w h o s e 
i conograph i ca l type was f i r m l y establ ished a l ready d u r i n g the M i d d l e Ages . 
It f o u n d its c lass ical f o r m in the c i rc le of R a p h a e l , and f r o m there it spread 
over al l E u r o p e . E s p e c i a l l y f a m o u s in E n g l a n d was G u i d e Reni ' s v e r s i o n of 
1635 ( f ig . 3), w h i c h ex is ts in a great n u m b e r of cop ies , o n e of w h i c h was in 
the possess ion of B e n j a m i n West . I n 1776/1777, just before C o p l e y d e l i n e 
ated Watson, West h a d pa in ted , in the m a n n e r of Ren i , a h u g e Saint M i c h a e l 
for the c h a p e l of T r i n i t y C o l l e g e in C a m b r i d g e . It is v e r y l i ke l y that West 
had f a m i l i a r i z e d h i s c o m p a t r i o t a n d p ro tege C o p l e y w i th h is copy of R e n i , 
h i s o w n p a i n t i n g of Sa int M i c h a e l , a n d w i th the w h o l e Sa int M i c h a e l ico
n o g r a p h y . West 's p a i n t i n g c l e a r l y shows that he had e x a m i n e d this c o m 
p l e x i c o n o g r a p h y in great deta i l . 1 1 H e r e , as in m a n y o ther e x a m p l e s of the 
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3. Guido Reni (Italian), 
Saint Michael (Salt Michele). 1635, 
oil on canvas, 293 x 202 cm. 
Rome, Santa Maria della Coneezione. 
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R a p h a e l t r ad i t i on , Sa in t M i c h a e l is s h o w n in the act of c o n q u e r i n g Satan, 
w h o is w r i t h i n g u n d e r n e a t h h i m , o f ten w i t h a h u g e a n d g a p i n g m o u t h a n d 
qu i t e f requent ly , as w i th Ren i , w i t h the l ong , c o i l i n g tail o f a serpent . T h e r e 
can be n o q u e s t i o n that in C o p l e y ' s p a i n t i n g the i n c a r n a t i o n of ev i l is the 
shark w i t h its t h r e a t e n i n g m o u t h w i d e o p e n a n d its tail f i n r i s ing ou t of the 
water b e h i n d the boat . Yet , in h i s v e r s i o n of the Saint M i c h a e l top ic C o p l e y 
goes severa l steps fur ther . 

T h e g r o u p of Sa in t M i c h a e l a n d Satan is f o u n d in R e v e l a t i o n 20:1-3. 
In Ren i ' s p a i n t i n g , the cha in in Sa int Michae l ' s h a n d refers prec ise ly to this 
passage. B u t the i c o n o g r a p h i c a l t y p e is taken f r o m a l a rger scenic con tex t : 
that of the fal l of the angels , R e v e l a t i o n 12:7-9. L u c i f e r h a d taken posses 
s ion of G o d ' s t h rone , f r o m w h i c h M i c h a e l e x p e l l e d h i m , p u s h i n g h i m wi th 
his lance i n to he l l a l o n g wi th h i s w h o l e d e v i l i s h b r o o d . T h e o l o g i c a l l y , this 
m a r k s the b e g i n n i n g of the h i s t o r y of sa l va t i on . A n a l o g o u s to this t op i c is 
a n o t h e r i c o n o g r a p h i c a l l y re la ted t h e m e that a lso i n v o l v e s Saint M i c h a e l 
a n d m a r k s the e n d of the h i s t o r y of s a l v a t i o n : the Last J u d g m e n t . M i c h a e l , 
the w e i g h e r of sou ls , separates the saved f r o m the c o n d e m n e d , w h o wr i the 
at h is feet as d i d the fa l l en ange ls . Q u i t e o f t en , M i c h a e l uses h i s l ance to 
rush the d a m n e d i n to he l l a l i t t le faster. Seen in this i c o n o g r a p h i c t rad i 
t ion, the mot i f of Watson and the range of its m e a n i n g b e c o m e a l ittle clearer. 

T h e f i g u r a t i o n o f Watson de r i ves f r o m the g r o u p of the resurrected souls 
at the Last J u d g m e n t , w h o , w i t h w r i t h i n g a n d d i s tor ted bod ies , f e a r f u l l y 
await G o d ' s j u d g m e n t a n d its e x e c u t i o n by Sa int M i c h a e l . Jus t as Satan has 
to g ive u p the sou l saved by the d i v i n e j u d g m e n t , so the satanic shark, at the 
last m o m e n t , has to let go of W a t s o n , w h o m it was about to tear apart . T h u s 
W a t s o n can be said to e x p e r i e n c e h i s resur rec t i on a l r e a d y d u r i n g his l i fe 
t ime . I n a d d i t i o n , the shark a lso i n c o r p o r a t e s the g a p i n g m o u t h of he l l — 
i n d e e d this m a y h e l p e x p l a i n the rather s trange appearance of its forehead . 

T h e p r o b l e m i n h e r e n t in this c o n c e p t i o n of h i s to ry becomes a p p a r e n t 
in its secu lar i za t i on of the sacred. A s such the transfer of the i c o n o g r a p h i c 
t ype to the actual h i s tor ica l event is no t yet b lasphemy . T h e use of an i cono 
g r a p h i c a l f i g u r a t i o n i n t h e m a t i c a l l y re la ted con tex t s was c o m m o n class ical 
pract ice a n d h a d a lso been a p p l i e d to the topos of Saint M i c h a e l . Le t m e 
m e n t i o n j u s t o n e e x a m p l e , w h i c h , by the way, is a g o o d i l l u s t ra t i on of the 
mot i f of the left knee i n t e n t i o n a l l y bare of garment . It de r i ves f r om the East
e rn i c o n o g r a p h y of the r u l e r a n d can be traced u n i n t e r r u p t e d to Ingres 's 
o f f i c ia l r epresen ta t i ons of N a p o l e o n as e m p e r o r . 
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The print by Egidius Sadeler after Bartholomaus Spranger (fig. 4) shows 
the victory of science over ignorance and barbarism in the figuration of 
Saint Michael.12 Here the transfer of the Michael motif is rather far-reach
ing. The donkey-eared embodiment of ignorance and barbarism takes Satan's 
place, and the angel's palm of victory and the flying garment of science 
optically replace Saint Michael's wings; furthermore, the fetters derive from 
the chain with which Michael throws Satan into the abyss. 

And yet there is a fundamental difference between these two forms of 
transfer. With Spranger the motif functions exclusively as a formula indi
cating conquest that was canonically developed in classical picture language 
in connection with the Saint Michael topos. The meaning of the Christian 
paradigm from which it originated is by no means called into question. It 
may be recognized by the connoisseur of art, who will read it as a confirma
tion of the classic and normative quality of Spranger's work and as a refer
ence to the Christian foundation of all psychomachia. The art public of the 
eighteenth century, however, for whom the motif had lost its normative 
meaning, could comprehend its origin only art historically. It could make 
it an object to prove one's education. But this knowledge had to include not 
only the meaning of the motif but also the historical and art-historical func
tion of its meaning — and this, indeed, is an important difference. We can 
see it very clearly in the entire contemporaneity of its new context. For the 
motif is used, not — as it is by Spranger — as part of an abstract transhistorical 
allegory but for the real Watson existing beyond the painting and its frame. 
The timeless motif is radically transplanted into time. Thus it becomes nec
essary to comprehend the timeless motif from within its new context of con
temporary perception and usage. There is a noticeable gap — a discrepancy 
not solved in or by the painting — between the real private existence of the 
protagonist and the religious and nonsecular direction of the motif. It seems 
to transform the Last Judgment into a secular event and its representation, 
whether intended or not, into blasphemy. 

One might ask, of course, whether the allusion to the Last Judgment was 
not within the range of Puritan religion and mentality. Might not Watson, 
in retrospect, have considered his accident in the harbor of Havana the cen
tral event, the turning point of his life, providing it with new meaning and 
direction? Despite the physical handicap he had suffered, Watson had again 
and again been able to start from scratch and to work his way up. Upon 
returning to Boston after his terrible accident, he learned that his guardian 
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Egidius Sadeler (Flemish) after 
Bartholomaus Spranger (Flemish), 
Triumph of Science over Ignorance and 
Barbarism, after 1595, 
engraving, 49.5 x 35.7 cm. 
Braunschweig, Herzog Anton Ulrich-
Museum, no. AB 2.121. 
Photo: B. P. Keiser. 
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had r u n away. T h r o u g h c o u r a g e and se l f - con f i dence Watson h a d never the 
less been able to m a k e s o m e t h i n g of h i m s e l f : he became a h i g h l y decorated 
Br i t i sh agent, an i n d e p e n d e n t and wea l thy merchan t , and later, in 1796, he 
was m a d e L o r d M a y o r of L o n d o n after he had been, for m a n y years, a m e m 
ber of the Br i t i sh P a r l i a m e n t . T h u s , what h a d h a p p e n e d to h i m in H a v a n a 
m i g h t later have a p p e a r e d as a s ign of h is e lec t ion , of his sa lva t ion f rom 
Ev i l , a s ign of G o d ' s p r o v i d e n c e a n d of h is own e x p e r i e n c e of grace. Such 
an in te rpre ta t i on w o u l d be s u p p o r t e d by the fact (of wh ich the crit ics have 
been aware for s o m e t ime) that the two f igures l e a n i n g out o f the boat in 
the ef fort to rescue Watson seem to be m o d e l e d af ter the f i she rmen h a u l i n g 
in their nets in Raphae l ' s Miraculous Catch, 1514-1515 ( L o n d o n , V ic tor ia and 
A l b e r t M u s e u m ) . 1 3 A l l th is m a y i n d e e d have been part o f C o p l e y ' s (and 
Watson's ) i n ten t i on — yet the way that i n ten t i on was put in to pract ice is 
neverthe less h i g h l y p r o b l e m a t i c . 

C o p l e y e v i d e n t l y t r ied to reconc i l e classical f o r m and i n d i v i d u a l par 
t icu lar i ty . T h e h ighes t ob j ec t i v i t y a n d the h ighest sub jec t i v i t y were to be 
brought together in a coherent form of representat ion. O n e m a y doubt , how
ever, whether such reconc i l i a t ion was i ndeed poss ib le . T h e appropr ia teness 
of a p p l y i n g the t rad i t i ona l l a n g u a g e of i c o n o g r a p h y to the p r i v a t e event 
d e p e n d e d on the a u d i e n c e — and the aud ience d e c i d e d a c c o r d i n g to per 
sonal taste or po l i t i ca l o p i n i o n . Seen aesthet ical ly , however, there is a d is 
c r e p a n c y between fo rm a n d content ; at least we are aware of the i r rather 
tentat ive connec t ion . T h e Chr i s t i an image and mot i f become mere formula , 
in Reyno lds ' s sense, a m e r e w o r d in the vocabu lary of H i g h Ar t , whose ma in 
func t i on now consists of e n n o b l i n g its secular and prosa ic subject . Such 
e n n o b l i n g s e e m e d i n d e e d necessary s ince repor tage had n o art ist ic v a l u e 
in the eyes of the pub l i c . In o the r words , the pub l i c ' s c o n c e p t i o n of art 
r e m a i n e d c o n v e n t i o n a l , that is, the p u b l i c d e m a n d e d m o r e f r o m art than 
what it was consc i ous l y w i l l i n g to al low. 

Let m e test this assert ion by b r i e f l y l o o k i n g at West's Death of General 
Wolfe. West's strategy is the same as C o p l e y ' s : not o n l y is the m a i n f igure 
m o d e l e d after a Chr i s t i an p r o t o t y p e but in its c o m p o s i t i o n the w h o l e pa in t 
ing is an im i ta t ion of a c o m p l e t e i conograph ica l scheme. I n a Chr i s t i an con 
text this m e t h o d of transference is the m e t h o d of t ypo logy , of p re f igura t i on . 
In West's case, it has o b v i o u s l y been secu lar ized , to say the least. In e n n o 
b l i n g h is theme, West ac tua l l y re turns to one of the most e levated f o rmu las 
of C h r i s t i a n art — the t ype of the L a m e n t a t i o n of Chr i s t . Just as Saint J o h n 
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or the M a r y s a s semb le a r o u n d C h r i s t , so the so ld iers s u r r o u n d W o l f e , w h o 
is r e n d e r e d e n t i r e l y i n the p o s e of the d y i n g Chr i s t , a p o s e that was wel l 
k n o w n i n E n g l a n d t h r o u g h the t r a d i t i o n o f A n t h o n y v a n D y c k ( f ig . 5): the 
b o d y e legant l y swerved, the left a r m h a n g i n g d o w n in a c u r v e and s u p p o r t e d 
by an ange l or by o n e of the Marys , the eyes ra ised in t rans f igurat ion u p w a r d 
toward the sky, w h i c h has o p e n e d after the batt le, a n n o u n c i n g a n e w day. 
I n the B a r o q u e t r a d i t i o n , th is is the l o c u s o f d i v i n e s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n — in 
West's p a i n t i n g the d i s s o l v i n g s m o k e of the batt le reveals a s teeple as the 
s ign and p r o m i s e of sa lva t ion . ( T h i s , by the way, is a m o t i f that can be traced 
to the i c o n o g r a p h y of the P r o d i g a l Son , w h o e x p e r i e n c e s c o n v e r s i o n at the 
s ight of a s teeple . ) L i k e w i s e , West d o e s no t s top here but d e m o n s t r a t e s h is 

d o w n r i g h t ar t -h i s tor ica l awareness a n d i c o n o g r a p h i c a l f inesse. T h e m o u r n 
i n g Na t i ve A m e r i c a n no t o n l y s u p p l i e s an exo t i c e l e m e n t of loca l c o l o r but 
evokes a spec i f i c t y p e of the t r a d i t i o n a l scene of l a m e n t a t i o n : the i so la ted 
f i gure of the m o u r n i n g Saint J o h n . 1 4 T h e pa in t ing ' s second f i gure of i m p o r 
tance, B r i g a d i e r G e n e r a l R o b e r t M o n c k t o n — w h o was Wol fe ' s d e p u t y and 
l i ke h i m was severe ly w o u n d e d i n the batt le — e q u a l l y evokes a v e r y spe
c i f i c t ype , n a m e l y , that of the f a i n t i n g M a r y in the scene of Chr is t ' s D e s c e n t 
f r o m the Cross . T h i s is a p p a r e n t in the c u r i o u s r e n d e r i n g of M o n c k t o n ' s 
l i m p left a r m , w h i c h h a n g s l o o s e l y over the a r m of the f i g u r e s u p p o r t i n g 
h i m . I n th i s case we can n a m e the source f r o m w h i c h West b o r r o w e d the 
m o t i f : R e m b r a n d t ' s Deposition, 1634 (Sa in t Pe te r sburg , State H e r m i t a g e 
M u s e u m ) , o f w h i c h there ex i s ted at least o n e c o p y or v a r i a n t in e i g h t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y E n g l a n d , w h i c h is n o w i n the N a t i o n a l G a l l e r y of A r t in W a s h i n g 
ton, D . C . R e m b r a n d t ' s f a i n t i n g M a r y is s u p p o r t e d by her c o m p a n i o n s in 
p rec i se l y the s a m e w a y that, in West 's p a i n t i n g , the w o u n d e d M o n c k t o n is 
h e l d u p r i g h t by h is o f f i cers . H e r e , too, the adap ta t i on of a C h r i s t i a n t ype 
reaches e x t r e m e l y far, a n d it is jus t as c o m p l e x as in C o p l e y ' s case. W e m a y 
even as sume that C o p l e y a n d West d i scussed this m e t h o d of i m a g e f o r m a 
t ion . A s m a l l de ta i l w o u l d seem to c o n f i r m this . I n West 's Wolfe, the assist
i n g f i g u r e to the r i g h t — a g r e n a d i e r m e a n t to r epresen t the m o u r n i n g 
of the c o m m o n s o l d i e r — is m o d e l e d , as C h a r l e s M i t c h e l l o b s e r v e d s o m e 
t i m e ago,1 5 a f ter the fac ia l e x p r e s s i o n of C h a r l e s L e B r u n ' s Compassion, 
d o w n to the i n c l i n a t i o n of the h e a d a n d the cascad ing hair. N o w o n d e r West 
resor ted to a c lass ical t ype of the pass ions , e spec ia l l y for the representa 
t ion of a f i g u r e that d i d no t n e e d the p a r t i c u l a r i t y of po r t ra i tu re . T h i s tall 
f i gure s t a n d i n g in the f o r e g r o u n d str ikes the psych ic no te r e q u i r e d here , 
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5. A n t h o n y van Dyck (Dutch) . 
The Lamentation of Christ (Pieta), 1634, 
oil on wood, 108.7 x 149.3 c m -
Mun ich . A l te P inakothek. no. 606. 
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6. Detai l of f igure 1. Photo: Markus Hi lb ich . 

7. Charles Le Brun (French), 
Dread {La Crainle), 1698, 
engraving, 9 x 5.5 cm. 
From Charles Le Brun , Methode pour 
apprendre a dessiner lespassions (Amsterdam: 
Francois van der Plaats, 1702), fig. 18. 
Santa Monica, T h e Getty Center for the 
History of Art and the Humanit ies . 
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Astonishment with Fright 
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true to L e o n Batt is ta A lbe r t i ' s anc ien t r e c o m m e n d a t i o n . 1 6 

C o p l e y app l i e s this m e t h o d of g u i d i n g the viewer's react ion to the pa in t 
i n g by w a y of the classical t y p o l o g y of the pass ions to h i s Watson, m a k i n g 
use of the s a m e s o u r c e that Wes t h a d u s e d : L e B r u n ' s treatise on the pas
s ions . T h i s m a y e x p l a i n the v e r y p o s i t i v e reac t i on of the n e w s p a p e r s to 
C o p l e y ' s r epresen ta t i on of e m o t i o n in the d i f f e ren t faces of the f i g u r e s in 
the boat . T h u s the L o n d o n Morning Chronicle wro te that the face of the 
b lack m a n " is a f i n e i n d e x of c o n c e r n a n d horror ."1 7 H e n c e , C o p l e y w o u l d 
seem to have r e a c h e d the h ighes t level in the classical r epresen ta t i on of the 
pass ions , n a m e l y , the r epresen ta t i on of the so -ca l led m i x e d pass ions . If we 
e x a m i n e this in m o r e deta i l , we see that the facial e xpres s i ons of the boat's 
crew l a r g e l y f o l l o w L e B r u n ' s p r o t o t y p e s . T h u s the f i g u r e on the left h a l f -
s t a n d i n g i n the boat ( f ig . 6), is m o d e l e d o n L e B r u n ' s Dread ( f ig . 7); the o l d 
m a n h o l d i n g by the shirt one of the two f igures l ean ing out of the boat (fig. 8) 
is c l ea r l y an i m i t a t i o n of L e B r u n ' s Astonishment with Fright ( f ig. g), as ev i 
d e n c e d e s p e c i a l l y in h is r o u n d , o p e n m o u t h . T h i s d i f f e ren t i a t i on between 
Dread a n d Astonishment with Fright is q u i t e log ica l . T h e m a n o n the left 
looks o n l y at W a t s o n a n d fears for h i m , w h i l e the o l d m a n stares at the m o n 
strous s h a r k that e m e r g e s d i r e c t l y i n f ron t o f h i m , h i s f r ight m i x e d wi th 
w o n d e r at its h u g e d i m e n s i o n . W i t h i n the f r a m e of c o n t e m p o r a r y t h o u g h t 
this m a y have suggested to the v i e w e r the e x p e r i e n c e of the sub l ime , wh ich , 
a c c o r d i n g to E d m u n d Burke ' s f a m o u s treatise of 1757, On the Sublime and 
Beautiful, is a ca tegory of h i g h aesthet ic va lue . I n contrast to the beau t i fu l , 
it resu l ts f r o m o u r reac t ion to s o m e t h i n g d a n g e r o u s l y p o w e r f u l that is yet 
d is tant e n o u g h for us to feel safe f r o m its e n e r g y of des t ruc t i on . 

C o p l e y h a d l e a r n e d h is lesson in the l a n g u a g e of E u r o p e a n classical art. 
H e seems to have k n o w n its c o m p l e x i c o n o g r a p h y , its reper to i re of f o r m a l 
c o n v e n t i o n s , a n d its t y p o l o g y of the pass ions . H e appears to have been so 
f u l l y aware of c o n t e m p o r a r y aesthet ics that h i s work m a y be c o n s i d e r e d a 
consc i ous exerc i se " i n sub l im i t y . " T h a t he also q u o t e d w e l l - k n o w n f o r m u 
las and consu l ted L e B r u n l ike a d ic t ionary , m a y be shown by two comp le te l y 
l i tera l r e n d i t i o n s . In Watson, the sad o a r s m a n s tar ing t h r o u g h the legs of 
the Sa int M i c h a e l - t y p e is p l a c e d so that h i s r i gh t eye r e m a i n s concea led . 
T h e face of L e B r u n ' s Sadness (Tristesse), in the i l l u s t ra t i on of his treatise, is 

in large par t c o m p l e t e l y h i d d e n — jus t as it is in C o p l e y ' s o a r s m a n — by the 
s h a d o w of the nose . L e B r u n ' s i l l us t ra t i ons seem to have been sacrosanct to 
C o p l e y even in the i r smal les t deta i l . T h e s a m e h o l d s t rue for the h e r o w i th 
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the lance ( f ig. 10): his p r o f i l e wi th its w i d e - o p e n eye — w h i c h is not c o m 
p l e t e l y log ica l i n the contex t of the p i c tu re — dup l i ca tes , in fact, Le B r u n ' s 
Contempt ( f ig. n ) . C o n t e m p t v is -a -v is the mons te r shark m a y be the suitable 
response of a hero , yet o n the aesthet ic level these p a i n f u l l y exact repet i 
t ions f r o m Le B r u n seem ev idence a lmost of the consc iousness of a h i s tor i -
cist — as if a b o o k of s amp les h a d been o p e n e d . A p p a r e n t l y R e y n o l d s was 
r ight : E u r o p e a n art had b e c o m e "a dead l a n g u a g e , " w h i c h — as C o p l e y also 
seems to have be l i eved — h a d to be rev ived . 1 8 

C o n t e m p o r a r i e s , however , no t i ced the d i s c repancy between the t rad i 
t i ona l types a n d the new contex t of their app l i ca t i on . West's Wolfe — wh ich 
a lready had its predecessors — p r o d u c e d a f l o o d of representat ions of hero ic 
deaths, all of t h e m m o r e or less f o l l o w i n g the t ype of the Pieta. A s a reac
t ion to this spec i f i ca l l y E n g l i s h i n f l a t i on there is a rather m a l i c i o u s car ica
ture of 1792 by R i c h a r d Newton ent i t led Tasting a Norfolk Dumpling ( f ig. 12). 
I n it the d u k e of N o r f o l k is s h o w n l y i n g on a table tast ing (or rather, test ing) 
the three d a u g h t e r s of the duchess of G o r d o n in o r d e r to f i nd the o n e w h o 
kisses best a n d is best q u a l i f i e d for mar r i age . Newton 's satire uses the c o m 
p le te s cheme of the B y z a n t i n e t ype of the E n t o m b m e n t of C h r i s t ( f ig . 13), 
w i th the d e a d C h r i s t on the stone of o i n t m e n t a n d M a r y e m b r a c i n g a n d 

k i s s ing h i m (as o n e of the duchess 's d a u g h t e r s kisses the d u k e ) wh i l e the 
o ther M a r y s s tand about . T h e target o f Newton 's wit is a f ash ion of h i s tor i 
cal p a i n t i n g that m e c h a n i c a l l y c l oaked its representa t ion of d y i n g heroes 
w i th the C h r i s t i a n p r o t o t y p e . Newton m a k e s fun of its h o l l o w i dea l i sm and 
the p r e s u m p t u o u s n e s s of its e n n o b l i n g formulas . T h e ro le of the c o n t e m 
p o r a r y h e r o is e x p o s e d to p u b l i c debate and thus t h r o w n in to d o u b t . In the 
case of West's Wolfe, we can see this in the con t roversy over Wol fe ' s m o n u 
ment a n d in the fact that West's f i gu ra t i on was car i ca tured repeated ly . 

T h e ex i s tence of a car i ca ture p a r a p h r a s i n g the B y z a n t i n e t ype of the 
Lamentat ion proves once m o r e to what an extent the late e ighteenth century 
was i n d e e d able to see and ref lect in an art -h istor ical way. T h i s re f lect ion on 
the tradi t ion of art in Eng land began wi th W i l l i a m H o g a r t h , and it is possible 
that B e n j a m i n West k n e w this . West 's recourse to C h r i s t i a n i c o n o g r a p h y in 
his representa t ion of the pa in t ing ' s centra l f i gure (and of one of its m i n o r 
ones) has its p recedent in H o g a r t h . T h e f i na l scene of The Rake's Progress, 
1735 ( f ig . 14), enacts to the last deta i l a L a m e n t a t i o n of Chr i s t ( f ig. 15); even 
Christ 's pot o f o i n t m e n t reappears in the s o u p bowl of the rake. T h e f i f th 
scene of Marriage a la Mode, 1745 (fig. 16), uses, to an even greater extent than 
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11. Charles Le Brun (French), 
Contempt {Le Mepris), 1698, 
engraving, 8.8 x 5 cm. 
From Charles Le Brun, Methode pour 
apprendre a dessiner lespassions (Amsterdam: 
Francois van der Plaats, 1702), fig. 9. 
Santa Monica, The Getty Center for the 
History of Art and the Humanities. 
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12. Richard Newton (English), 
Tasting a Norfolk Dumpling, 1792, 
etching with some burin, 25.5 x 35.2 cm. 
London, Collection of Andrew Edmunds. 

13. Ugolino di Neri (Italian). 
Entombment {Deposizione), ca. 1325, 
oil on wood. 40.8 x 58.4 cm. 
Berlin, Gemflldegalerie, no. 1635B. 



14- Wi l l i am Hogarth (English), 
The Rake's Progress, Scene 8, 

Scene in Bedlam, 1735, 

etching and engraving. 
F r o m The Complete Works of William Hogarth 

(London : The London Print ing and Pub 
l ishing Co., 1861-1862?), vol. i, pi . 29. 
Santa Monica, T h e Getty Center for the 
History of Art and the Humanit ies. 

15. Lucas van Leyden (Dutch), 
The Lamentation of Christ (Pieta), 1521, 
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does West 's p a i n t i n g , the t y p e of the D e p o s i t i o n , e spec ia l l y R e m b r a n d t ' s 
v e r s i o n , as can be seen i n the p o s e of the d y i n g protagonis t . 1 9 

O n e f u r t h e r e x a m p l e of H o g a r t h s h o u l d be m e n t i o n e d . H i s Cruelty in 
Perfection f r o m the t h i r d scene of The Four Stages of Cruelty, 1751, i n w h i c h 
the m u r d e r e r T o m N e r o — w h o has k i l l e d h is mistress in a beast ly m a n n e r — 
is taken p r i s o n e r i n the c h u r c h y a r d b y a c r o w d of i n f u r i a t e d c i t izens, is 
m o d e l e d o n the c a p t u r e of C h r i s t . Even the d i s c ip l e of Chr i s t , m e n t i o n e d 
in the B ib l e , w h o loses his garments reappears in a somewhat d i f ferent f o rm: 
he has b e c o m e a c i t izen a p p r o a c h i n g in great haste.2 0 

W h a t d o we h a v e here? T h e b l a s p h e m i c t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of an i c o n o -
g r a p h i c t r a d i t i o n o r its total loss o f m e a n i n g ? I w o u l d m a i n t a i n that it is 
n e i t h e r o n e n o r the other . S ince the m e t h o d of t ransfer is a ra ther c o m p l e x 
o n e , I s h a l l h a v e to f ocus o n o n e aspect . R e l i g i o u s art h a d n o p l a c e in 
e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y E n g l a n d , even if H o g a r t h p a i n t e d an a l ta rp iece once 
a n d R e y n o l d s t r i ed to rev i ve it f r o m an a c a d e m i c p o i n t o f view, w i t h West 
f o l l o w i n g in h i s foots teps . O n the o ther h a n d r e l i g i o u s art p o u r e d i n to the 
c o u n t r y — c o l l e c t e d by a r i s t o c r a t i c c o n n o i s s e u r s . T h e r e l i g i o u s b e c a m e 
a lmost e x c l u s i v e l y an aesthetic ob ject — cult , as H o g a r t h remarked , was "out 
o f date." I n d e v e l o p i n g its reper to i re of forms , classical art had m a d e a m p l e 
use of r e l i g i o u s art w i t h its c a n o n i c a l t h e m e s a n d f i gura t i ons . H o g a r t h had 
revea led its s yn tax a n d a p p l i e d it to c o n t e m p o r a r y themes and objects . T h e 
conno i s seur was able to see the sacred subtext w i th in the c o n t e m p o r a r y text. 
T h i s s trategy p r o v i d e d aesthet ic p leasure a n d ra ised the c o n t e m p o r a r y sub 
ject to the leve l o f art in the c lass ica l sense. T h i s , however , is o n l y o n e s ide 
of the p r o b l e m , for it seems h a r d l y poss ib l e no t to rea l ize that aesthet ic 
p l easure gave w a y to an awareness of the d i s c r e p a n c y between the t rad i 
t iona l m e a n i n g of the r e l i g i o u s s c h e m e a n d its c o n t e m p o r a r y a p p l i c a t i o n . 
C o n t e m p o r a r y e x p e r i e n c e i n c r e a s i n g l y u n d e r m i n e d the v a l u e of C h r i s t i a n 
c o n v i c t i o n s as e x a m p l e and as n o r m of ac t ion . T h u s they b e c a m e ob jec ts o f 
h i s to r i c o r aesthet ic c o n t e m p l a t i o n . Le t m e e m p h a s i z e aga in that this h a d 
rad ica l consequences for h i s to ry p a i n t i n g . F o r m and m e a n i n g were d r i f t i n g 
far ther a n d far ther apar t t h r o u g h o u t the e i g h t e e n t h century . I n d e e d , art 
was we l l o n its way toward what we n o w cal l aesthet ic a u t o n o m y . A f t e r al l , 
this is n o t o n l y a g a i n but a loss, too . 

56 

-



C O P L E Y , W E S T , AND THE T R A D I T I O N OF EUROPEAN H I G H A R T 

^^mm^^^B^^i 
s£V4 

y 

V SI 

— -j.^.jaaai 
'.Of.—.•• , / « W J 

#̂ 11 fmPm w€m\ 
« t ^ # < H s l 

?: »'' - W £1 ffralppi 
ri SflBHjl 
> ? t J H H H 

Ifr;; 
a ^ - H B , 

16. William Hogarth (English), 
Marriage a la Mode, Scene 5, 
Death of the Earl, 1745, 
etching and engraving. 
From The Complete Works of William Hogarth 
(London: The London Printing and Pub
lishing Co., 1861-1862?), vol. 1, pi. 8. 
Santa Monica, The Getty Center for the 
History of Art and the Humanities. 
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