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      Portrait of the Artist, 1650. Oil on canvas, 98 x 74 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris.


    




    
HIS YOUTH AND EDUCATION




    Nicolas poussin, a great artist of the seventeenth century, was born in Normandy in 1594. Although he referred to himself as being from the small Normandy town of Les Andelys, it is thought by some that he actually came from Villers, a nearby village. The scenery of Poussin’s native land is striking in its majestic beauty: the wide bed of the Seine, forced by bare rocky cliffs, makes a smooth turn around stately wooded hills. On top of one of the hills are the mediaeval ruins of the Chateau Gaillard, formidable even today.




    The buildings of Les Andelys stretch along a tributary to the Seine, which flows through a wide valley encircled by steep hills. Winding roads lead up to neighbouring villages. Amid such magnificence, it is easy to understand the effect of the impressions of Poussin’s childhood and adolescence on his future work.




    Undoubtedly, the striking native scenery helped shape his perception of the world. The future artist could not fail to know the wonderful stained-glass panels and reliefs of the town church which had been created by Renaissance masters of the sixteenth century. Though not of the first magnitude, these Renaissance artists gave the young Poussin, through their works, the opportunity to study classic artistic traditions and to develop a feel for plasticity of form and compositional rhythm.




    Unfortunately, Poussin’s contemporary biographers did not mention any facts of his youth and artistic formation. It is known, however, that he was noticed by Quentin Varin, a painter who came to Les Andelys to execute altarpieces for the local church. Although the visiting artist might have helped the talented young man with his advice, the typical late Mannerist style of the altarpieces, dated 1612, prevents regarding Varin as Poussin’s teacher.




    That same year Poussin left for Paris where, judging by further developments, no patronage was awaiting him to facilitate the start of his career. A nobleman from Poitou gave the beginning artist shelter. An episode told by Poussin’s Italian biographer, Giovanni Pietro Bellori, sheds light 011 their relationship: when after some time the nobleman took Poussin to his castle in Poitou, his mother kept the young artist busy with “domestic affairs, not leaving him even a moment for his art.” In other words, Poussin was considered a servant.




    Proud, the young artist left his patron and headed back to Paris on foot. On his way, he stopped at. Blois, to execute altarpieces for the church there, and in Cheverny, to paint a few Bacchanals commissioned by the lord of the castle. None of the Bacchanals survived, but they were seen by André Félibien, the artist’s French biographer, who wrote that Poussin “was very young when he did them” and that “one cannot fail to recognize in them the manner of this excellent painter.” As familiar with Poussin’s work as Félibien was, his statement testifies to the artist’s early formation. It is known, however, that nothing has survived from his Normandy period, and practically nothing from his years in Paris (1612-23). The modern view of Poussin took shape based on his work done at a more mature age, the mists of the centuries obscuring the image of the young artist. This, in part, explains the surprise now elicited by the remark of Giambattista Marino, an Italian poet and Poussin’s contemporary, which characterized the youthful Poussin as being filled with a “devilish ardour”. With this in mind, the dissatisfaction felt by Poussin at the studios of Parisian artists becomes more understandable. According to Bellori,




    “he was striving for knowledge but found neither a teacher nor lessons to meet his aspirations... Over a short period he changed two teachers; one of little talent, the other — Ferdinand the Fleming — praised for his portraits; but both failed to further their gifted student’s understanding of the invention of historical scenes or the beauty of natural forms.”




    These two teachers of Poussin were Ferdinand Elle and, most likely, Georges Lallemand. Poussin, according to another seventeenth-century author, left Lallemand’s studio after a month, or perhaps even less, and stayed in Elle’s for about three months, indicative of his disillusionment.




    It is not by chance that biographers, after criticizing his teachers, proceed to relate Poussin’s discovery of engravings from the works of Raphael. The great Renaissance traditions proved to be the most attractive for the young artist, serving as compensation for the weakness of his casual Parisian teachers. A late seventeenth-century art treatise explains this as follows:




    “Painting also gains from prints, and even to a greater degree than architecture, since they have given solid training to many artists. This is demonstrated by Marcantonio’s engravings after Raphael’s drawings, which taught many great graphic artists good taste in drawing. The famous Poussin is a good example of this, since during his youth in Paris he drew from excellent prints. It was then that this great painter fortunately appreciated the manner of Raphael and antiquity, which he successfully followed in all of his wonderful works.”
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      Rest during the Flight from Egypt, around 1627. Oil on canvas, 76.2 x 63.5 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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      Joshua’s Victory over the Amorites, 1625-1626. Oil on canvas, 97.5 x 134 cm. Pushkin Museum, Moscow.
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      Joshua’s Victory over the Amalekites, around 1624-1625. Oil on canvas, 97.5 x 134 cm. Hermitage, Saint Petersburg.


    




    After Poussin’s unavailing stay in Poitou, his Paris life continued to be difficult. Poor health forced him to go back to his native Normandy for an entire year. Poussin returned to Paris (the exact date is unknown) and his painting studies but soon started to look for a way to go to Italy and see its Renaissance and classical art — something scarce in Paris.




    According to Bellori, “he first got no farther than Florence, from where, after an accident of some sort halted his progress, he went back to France.” Bellori’s casual mention of Florence, given the absence of details, is usually interpreted as an allusion to Poussin’s abortive attempt to reach Rome.




    But there is more to it than that. In the seventeenth century, it was difficult for a beginning artist without means to travel to Italy. If there was no rich patron, then other ways had to be found. Some artists, the most impulsive and reckless, entered the ranks of mercenary troops. Who, then, was responsible for financing Poussin’s trip to Florence?




    It is tempting to connect his trip with the construction and decoration of the Palais de Luxembourg. Built for the French Queen, Marie de Médicis, it enlivened artistic life in Paris.




    Back in 1611, Marie de Médicis asked her aunt, the Duchess of Tuscany, for the plans of the Palazzo Pitti, to be guided by them, “in the construction and decoration of my palace”. A few days later a builder was sent to Florence. Construction of the Palais de Luxembourg was started in 1615 and later Italian and French masters (especially those who had been to Italy, such as Guillaume Berthelot) were commissioned for its decoration. Shortly after Poussin arrived in Paris he made the acquaintance of a certain Courtois, referred to by Bellori as the “royal mathematician” and now thought to have been the Queen’s valet and custodian of the royal art collection.




    There is also Félibien’s evidence. “Duchesne, then in charge of all painting work in the palace for Marie de Médicis, employed Poussin to execute a few small pieces for certain wainscots in the apartments.”




    Though Félibien provides no date for the commission, the context indicates a relatively late stage of the work (the early 1620s). It is, however, enough to confirm Poussin’s connection with the decorators of the palace and to therefore allow for the possibility that Poussin’s journey to Florence was the result of some order from the court.




    Whether this was the case or not, the first major Italian artistic centre visited by the young Poussin was Florence. While the French master’s artistic system was his own and independent, it was consistently based on the harmonious use of pure local colours, very much in keeping with the tradition of the Tuscan Quattrocento.




    The strength of the impressions made on Poussin during his visit to Florence, brief as it was, is clearly revealed in his works. Considering the insignificance of his Paris lessons, Poussin’s visiting Florence before Venice and Rome possibly played a special role in his formation as an artist. “A few years later”, wrote Bellori, “a second attempt to travel to Italy was undertaken but it came to nought.”




    During these early years in Paris, according to one of his contemporaries, Poussin thought The Last Supper by Frans Pourbus the Younger and a composition by Toussaint Dubreuil “the two most beautiful paintings he ever saw.”




    In the work by Pourbus, Poussin was perhaps attracted by the calm balance of the compositional scheme. As for Dubreuil, a master of the so-called second Fontainebleau school, it was only natural that the young Norman’s attention is drawn to his painting. The artists working in the Royal Fontainebleau.




    Palaces at the turn of the seventeenth-century were the most prominent figures in French art at the time. Moreover, they were considered to be continuing the traditions of the French Renaissance, for it was precisely at Fontainebleau that large fresco cycles were created in the sixteenth century.
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      Rinaldo and Armida, 1620s. Oil on canvas, 95 x 133 cm. Pushkin Museum, Moscow.
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      Bacchanal, 1625-1626. Oil on canvas, 122 x 169 cm. Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid.
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      The Poet’s Inspiration, around 1629-1630. Oil on canvas, 183 x 213 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris.


    




    Poussin doubtless studied these murals and paintings. Pierre Jean Mariette stated that he had expressed complete approval of them and that he had noted that there was nothing better than the Galerie d’Ulysse frescoes by Primaticcio to “develop an artist and stimulate his talent”.




    Since Toussaint Dubreuil and Ambroise Dubois, another master of the second Fontainebleau school, later also worked in the same gallery, Poussin would also have been acquainted with their productions.




    These painters, however, belonged to the late Mannerist trend, whose stereotypes, as his work testifies, were alien to Poussin. The sixteenth-century Fontainebleau was called a “new Rome” by Giorgio Vasari and for Poussin, who had not yet seen the real Rome, the efforts of the masters of the first and second Fontainebleau schools provided a necessary clue for the treatment of subject-matter and composition.




    Through the study of refined and exquisite scenes from Greek and Roman mythology, he was trying to grasp the classic origins half lost in the works of these schools. When Poussin first came to Paris, Ambroise Dubois and Martin Freminet were still living.




    By the early 1620s the young Poussin, an avid student of the examples available to him, had managed to become well established in Paris. Proof of this was an order he received for an altarpiece, The Death of the Virgin, for Notre Dame.




    This painting disappeared in the early nineteenth century but some idea of it may be rendered by a still extant sketch by Gabriel de Saint-Aubin. Six big temperas, commissioned in 1622 by the Jesuits, from the life of St. Ignatius Loyola and St. Francis Xavier were also lost. According to Bellori, they “were recognized as being superior for their inventiveness and unusual vivaciousness”




    The Italian poet, Giambattista Marino, who was then in Paris, saw and greatly appreciated these paintings. He invited the artist to live in his house and commissioned him to execute a series of drawings for Ovid’s Metamorphoses. These are the only works that have come down to us from Poussin’s Parisian years, which makes them all the more valuable in the appraisal of this period. Noting Marino’s strong influence on the young artist, Bellori wrote that the poet helped Poussin “to succeed in elaborating subjects and in rendering emotions and approved of his being possesseded by the Muses which was no less intense than the passion the poets have for imitation”.




    “These drawings clearly show,” the biographer continued, “how fruitful it was for him, how much his experience was enriched by the good examples of Raphael and Giulio and, finally, how much, under the influence of Marino, he absorbed the poetic mood, which completely corresponded to the colours of the painting and which, in future, he employed to the best advantage in his works.”




    Thus, what was, in effect, the patronage of Marino, was eagerly accepted by the young artist. Judging by Bellori’s story, the poet, about twenty-five years Poussin’s senior, contributed to the artist’s spiritual development. Marino’s work is generally classified as baroque, but the drawings were done for him by Poussin, definitely show that the poet did not impose any of the baroque principles on the artist.




    The relationship between them can be best explained by Marino’s statements on art, contained in the treatise Dicieriesacre published in Turin in 1614, shortly before the poet came to Paris. In the treatise, which in part is devoted to art’s edifying and ennobling function, Marino compared the world to an orchestra, united by “the rules of harmony”. “Orderliness” is innate in nature; conflict and dissonance are caused by evil forces hostile to man.




    Marino felt that “the beautiful music of the universe” is based on rhythm and proportion and that art is dominated by an “inner intellectual design”; intellect is superior to emotions, thought — to practical execution. Marino’s attention to painting was neither casual nor superficial: it was the main theme of his book of verses, Galleria. He maintained that “poetry is like a painting that speaks while painting is silent poetry.”




    Marino placed Raphael first in the history of painting, believing that only his art was absolute perfection. This was 110 off-hand remark, but an elaborate commentary on the merits of many great masters.
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      The Poet’s Inspiration (detail), around 1629-1630. Oil on canvas, 183 x 213 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris.
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      The Death of Germanicus, 1627. Oil on canvas, 148 x 198.1 cm. Minneapolis Institute of Arts, Minneapolis.
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      The Bacchanal with the Guitarist also known as The Great Bacchanal, around 1627-1628. Oil on canvas, 121 x 175 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris.


    




    It is easy to imagine how Marino unfolded all these ideas to Poussin, his young house guest. Unmarked by illiberal professionalism, Marino’s thinking was, on the contrary, broad-minded, and his spiritual aspirations, as has been proved by literary historians, tended towards the ideas of the great thinkers of the time — Giordano Bruno, Galileo and Giulio Cesare Vanini. Vanini, incidentally, was then living in France and had books published there in which he quoted many of the philosophers of antiquity and developed rationalistic conceptions of the structure of the Universe (Amphytheatrum aeternae providentiae. 1615, and De admirandis naturae reginae deaeque mortalium arcanis. 1616). “Very much of the same frame of mind,” wrote the literary historian Ilya Golenishchev-Kutuzov, “Marino, like Vanini, had to keep his ideas secret... Marino had no wish to be a martyr: one year after Vanini left Paris, having been denounced by the Sorbonne, he was condemned in Toulouse to having his tongue pulled out and to death at the stake. Churches of all denominations and secular authorities were uniting, driven by the common fear of liberated thought revolting against them.”




    Here, perhaps, we come upon a very significant track, particularly since documents of the time bear witness to Poussin’s friendly relations with the French libertines. But we are getting ahead of ourselves. First let us turn to the drawings Poussin did for Marino. Numbering only sixteen (Royal Library, Windsor Castle; Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest), these drawings indicate a careful study of the literary source, Ovid’s poem Metamorphoses. For example, the one that in all books about Poussin is still mistakenly entitled Apollo Guarding the Herds of Admetus, easily recalls the episode from the second book of the poem where Jupiter summons Mercury and orders him to drive the herd of King Agenor, the father of Europa, to the sea. When the herd approaches Europa, who is sitting by the sea with her maiden companions, Jupiter turns into a bull (then follows the well-known story of Europa’s kidnapping by Jupiter). Poussin depicts Jupiter in the guise of a bull gambolling among the cows, and to the right behind them Europa and her companions.




    Our interpretation of the theme of this drawing adds to the dominating motif of this series — the metamorphosis of the ruler of Olympus himself.




    The episodes of the poem are usually represented by multi-figured scenes, marked by expressive dramatic action which is paralleled by a strict rhythmical compositional structure. The movements and postures of the figures are correlated and often characterized by mutual balance and plastic energy; the dramatis personae are reserved and calm. All this is suggestive of Poussin’s belief in nature governed by immanent purpose, in the harmony between the rational and the emotional. The artist strove to intellectualize the pagan images and sensual motifs. These drawings prove that the stylistic basis of Poussin, by then almost thirty, had already taken shape during his years in Paris.




    The work of the great master was not a mixture of traditions. Poussin’s independent and original genius was able to rise above the routine of the Paris workshops and left the stereotypes of late Mannerism far behind. This was achieved thanks to the striking artistic impressions, however, sparse in number they were, but, most important, owing to some broader ideological impulses and the affect of the intellectual milieu. Poussin’s connection with Marino, of all people, was but natural.




    A description of the intellectual life in France when Poussin lived in Paris is appropriate here. The murder of King Henry IV in 1610 by Ravaillac, a Catholic fanatic, was followed by a period of discord and internal strife. After devastating religious wars, the reign of Henry IV showed the perspectives of national development under the entrenchment of absolutism. During the second decade of the seventeenth century, however, belief in reasonable state policy was again undermined by mediocre riders, and the church could not, though it tried, regain the authority it had lost during the fratricidal wars of the late sixteenth century. At that time the thinking was influenced by the philosophic scepticism of Michel de Montaigne. It is not by chance that Poussin, in his mature years, echoed this very philosopher. In a letter dated 22 June 1648, the artist, inspired by Montaigne’s ideas, made observations 0n the “extreme wisdom and extreme stupidity” which save man from the vicissitudes of life. Poussin’s maxim concerning “the courage and wisdom one must master to remain firm and steadfast before the efforts of that blind madwoman” (i.e., human destiny), coincides almost literally with words of the French philosopher Pierre Charron, a follower of Montaigne. Commenting on oil Poussin’s statements, ail historians usually, and legitimately, compare them to the ideas of the stoics of antiquity. It should be remembered, however, that in French ethics of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the idea of man’s moral staunchness and his ability to rebuff social evil grew and became decisive. The moralist Guillaume du Vair termed it an effort of willpower and Malherbe, a poet — staunchness of soul (“la constance”). This idea was organically linked with that of supremacy of reason and its opposition to blind faith. Based on these ideas, Malherbe’s poetry, quite naturally, became widely popular in the early seventeenth century. René Descartes, in 1618, was already at work at his early treatise, Compendium musicae. Wherein he set forth the principle that lucidity and proportionality are necessary for beauty in art.




    

      [image: ]




      Echo and Narcissus, around 1630. Oil on canvas, 74 x 100 cm. Museum of the Louvre, Paris.
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      The Destruction and Looting of the Temple in Jerusalem, 1625-1626. Oil on canvas, 145.8 x 194 cm. The Israel Museum, Jerusalem.
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      The Lamentation of Christ, around 1628-1629. Oil on canvas, 102.7 x 146.1 cm. Alte Pinakothek, Bavarian State painting collections, Munich.


    




    The close connection of Poussin’s thinking and art with these ideas is quite obvious. On the other hand, one can hardly believe that Poussin could have been attracted by the Spanish brand of religious mysticism or the theories of church ideologists expounding “devout humanism” which proclaimed man as a creation essentially imperfect and unfinished.




    Those years saw an upsurge of French free-thinking or libertinage. The poet Théophile de Viau is considered to have been the leader of the libertines. True, his role was great. The scepticism of the free-thinking poets combined with their dream of elevated human relations, a gravitation towards the heroic and the idea of personal freedom as an integral part of a natural and orderly universe. There is a plausible hypothesis that in his novel Francion (written in 1622 and published in early 1623), Charles Sorel portrayed precisely those Parisian libertines headed by Théophile de Viau. The unruly and witty braves of the university district advocated the natural laws of being and dreamt of the Golden Age when everyone would be equal.




    Significantly, when Poussin returned from his first trip to Italy he lived for a time in the Collège de Laon situated right in the Latin Quarter, which usually housed sixteen students of the arts. This fact serves to support the possibility that Poussin had direct contact with the libertines in his early years.




    In the poetry of Théophile de Viau, the images of scenery populated by the heroes of classical mythology alternate with philosophical digressions. At that time the interest in classical mythology and the works of ancient thinkers (in 1609, for example, the texts of Epicurus were published in France) was coupled with renewed attention to the natural philosophy of the Renaissance. De Viau’s poetry reflected this trend by expressing the concept of nature’s life-giving forces as a source of all existence of four elements underlying the Universe, and of the universal soul of the world (panpsychism). In Pyramus and Thisbe. written by the poet in 1621, love is shown not as vulgar passion, but as a flame that purifies and uplifts the human soul. Like Charron, de Viau espoused self-reliance: a man of dignity and nobility is “to have a soul which resists all the blows of fate and which does not involve anything low in its acts”. His idea of the spirit’s grandeur and ability to resist is especially important for an objective judgement of the views of the seventeenth-century libertines. In 1623 the libertine poet was seized and sentenced to penance and, like the philosopher Vanini, condemned to death at the stake. He escaped but was recaptured, thrown into the dungeons of ‘La Conciergerie’ and later forced into exile, where, shortly thereafter, he died, undoubtedly as a result of the torments he had suffered in prison.
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