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INTRODUCTION




    “Have you seen The Last Day of Pompeii?” For a time, this question replaced ordinary greetings among Romans in cafés, trattorias and on the streets. Italian artists spoke with one voice: “We must all learn from him.” Even the celebrated Vincenzo Camuccini, upon seeing the vast and dazzling canvas, could not restrain his admiration, exclaiming: “A blazing colossus!”




    The fame of both the painting and its creator spread across Italy astonishing speed. From Rome it was taken to Milan, where the reception grew even more fervent. In the theatre, audiences ignored the actors to cheer for the young, previously unknown graduate of the St Petersburg Academy of Arts. A celebrated singer recited verses in his honour, while admirers carried him through the streets on their shoulders, accompanied by music, flowers and flaming torches.




    Bryullov’s popularity swelled rapidly. Sir Walter Scott sat for hours before the monumental canvas, spellbound. The French ambassador in Rome, René de Chateaubriand—aristocrat, writer and leader of European Romanticism—invited the Russian painter to his ball. Greeting him warmly, Chateaubriand confessed: “I had just said, ‘Bryullov will not come.’ My heartfelt thanks for proving me wrong.”




    Such acclaim soon took institutional form. The Academies of Bologna, Milan and Florence elected Bryullov to membership, while Hortense Bonaparte, relative of the former emperor, expressed her wish to learn drawing under his guidance.




    What explains this extraordinary triumph? Why did Italians, in particular, lavish such praise on the work of a foreign artist? Why did the same painting, when later exhibited in St Petersburg, stir Russia’s most brilliant minds? To answer these questions, we must return to St Petersburg thirty-three years earlier and trace the path that led the creator of The Last Day of Pompeii to such heights.
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      Self-Portrait, 1848.




      Oil on cardboard, 64.1 x 54 cm. Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.


    


  




  

    
CHAPTER 1


    


    His Childhood


    Early Life and Academy Years





    His Childhood




    On December 23, 1799, in a modest house on Vasilyevsky Island, the third son of the retired academician Pavel Brullo was born and baptized Karl. The Brullo family—later signing their name in Russian as Bryullov, when Karl and his brother Alexander travelled abroad—had long since made Russia their home. Originally Brulélleau, they had fled France after the revocation of the Edict of Nantes[1], seeking refuge from persecution along with countless other Protestants.




    Karl Bryullov’s great-grandfather, Georges, began working in 1773 as a modeller at the Imperial Porcelain Factory in St Petersburg. His grandfather, Ivan Brullo, was a sculptor, while Karl’s father gained recognition in the city as a master woodcarver, admired for his delicate use of gold and silver pigments on glass. For a time, he even held the title of professor at the Academy of Arts.




    What, in Karl’s childhood, foreshadowed the formation of such a remarkable personality? Paradoxically, his frail health played an important role. Illness confined him to a quiet, sheltered life, one that encouraged contemplation and a reflective way of viewing the world.




    Until the age of ten, Karl remained at home under the direct influence of his father, a striking and unusual figure. In the family’s sitting room, the father’s sword occupied a place of honour on the wall. Its blade, enamelled in blue and inscribed in gold, bore the Masonic motto: “Stand for Truth.” Though the sword itself was untouchable, the meaning of its words—truth and justice—was often explained to the children. Pavel Brullo was a Freemason, part of a movement that, at the time, played a progressive role in Russian public and spiritual life.




    The family atmosphere was one of affection, discipline and tireless industry—qualities treated almost as a creed. The protection of younger siblings by their elders was taken for granted. Karl, who remembered with gratitude the care shown to him by his older brother Fiodor, would later adopt the same protective role with his own pupils, treating them almost as a father.




    His father, though just, was quick-tempered. On one occasion, for an offence Karl could not even recall, he struck the boy with such force that Karl suffered partial deafness in one ear for the rest of his life. From Pavel, Karl inherited a fiery temperament—intolerant of contradiction and prone to sudden outbursts. He was known to shout at his students and once, in a fit of frustration with his own canvas Bathsheba, hurled a boot at it. Yet this volatility also gave him fierce independence: by allowing himself the full expression of his emotions, he claimed the right to be wholly himself. This uncompromising temperament became the foundation of his artistic character.




    While still at home, Karl’s training was supervised by his father. Each morning his breakfast was withheld until he had completed his daily task: copying an engraving or drawing a set number of figures or animals. One day, after finishing his exercise, he took up his pencil again—not to copy, but to observe and record. On his paper appeared a closet, a table and a chair. For the first time he was drawing directly from life. In that moment, the boy sensed a new power—the ability to transform the world around him into a living image, to create a new reality within the two-dimensional space of a sheet of paper.




    Another vivid memory from Bryullov’s childhood was a journey with his brother and sister across St Petersburg to visit their grandfather in Peski. Leaving the protective circle of his home, Karl encountered for the first time the exhilarating and daunting scale of the city. On Morskaya Street and Nevsky Prospekt they passed horses hauling massive granite blocks, timber and building materials. The city was a giant construction site, alive with energy and ambition. His generation grew up amid the rise of the capital’s greatest architectural monuments. In the early years of Alexander I’s[2] reign, an air of optimism filled the city, lightening the spirit of its people. This atmosphere left a lasting impression on Bryullov and his contemporaries.
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      Self-Portrait, 1833-1835.




      Sepia on paper, heightened with white, 16.7 x 15.2 cm. Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.
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      Maxim Vorobyov. The Neva Embankment near the Academy of arts, 1835.


    




    Early Life and Academy Years




    In October 1809, Karl stepped for the first time through the doors of the majestic Academy of Arts building on the Neva embankment, its façade inscribed with the words: “To the Liberal Arts.” He had been admitted to the Academy’s preparatory school. For the boy who had until then drawn furniture from his home and copied engravings under his father’s stern guidance, this was an initiation into a larger world of discipline, community and artistic tradition. Here he not only learned the craft of drawing and painting, but also discovered the joy of camaraderie with his fellow students, whose games and debates became inseparable from his first steps in art.




    Yet, while Karl was discovering his vocation, Europe was convulsed by war. He had been born in 1799, the same year Napoleon proclaimed himself First Consul of France, soon to crown himself Emperor. For years, Bonaparte’s armies surged across the continent, redrawing maps with each campaign. Relations with Russia were at first carefully maintained: dispatches sent to St Petersburg began with the fraternal salutation “Monsieur, mon frère.” But behind the scenes, French troops were gathering ominously on the Russian frontier. On the night of 12 June 1812, the “Grande Armée”—600,000 strong—crossed the Niemen. For months the fighting swept through Russian soil in fire and blood, until the tide turned and in March 1814 Russian troops marched in triumph through Paris.




    The paradox of victory was bitter. The crushing of Napoleon brought not freedom, but renewed servitude. Tsar Alexander I, once an idealistic reformer, turned toward reaction. The state was effectively administered by his minister, Count Alexei Arakcheyev, a man whose name became synonymous with cruelty and repression. Under his direction, society lived in fear: civil disputes were handled with military harshness and secret discontent simmered through every class. In 1815, Alexander assumed leadership of the “Holy Alliance,” described by its critics as nothing less than a “union of rulers against their peoples.”




    That same year, 1815—marked a turning point for Bryullov himself. At sixteen he left behind the carefree world of childhood. Having completed his studies at preparatory school, he entered the demanding curriculum of the Academy proper. The times around him were turbulent, yet they seemed to spark a constellation of genius across Europe. Byron and Shelley in England, Schubert in Austria, Chopin in Poland, Liszt in Hungary—all grew up in the thunder of wars and the darkness of reaction. In France, Delacroix and Balzac—children of Napoleon’s glory—struggled with the disillusionment of his fall, creating works that probed national tragedy and questioned old certainties.




    In Russia, too, the victory over the “French tyrant” became fuel for a generation of artists and writers whose voices were steeped in defiance and a longing for freedom. Pushkin, Gogol, Glinka, Alexander Ivanov, Yevgeny Baratynsky—and alongside them, Bryullov—were shaped not only by the victory itself but by the sense that art could be a vessel of liberation, a counterforce to despotism.




    After six rigorous years of study, Bryullov had mastered the structures of the classical system—an international language of art then reigning in academies across Europe. His painting The Genius of Art, usually dated between 1817 and 1820, when Bryullov was still enrolled at the Academy, studying under Professor Andrei Ivanov. He was only in his late teens or early twenties at the time. It is a drawing, not a large-scale oil painting. Like many academic exercises of that period, it was intended to demonstrate his grasp of allegorical themes, anatomy and classical ideals.




    The theme, “The Genius of Art,” reflects the neoclassical language favoured at the Academy. The “Genius” is typically depicted as an allegorical winged youth or classical figure embodying artistic inspiration and creative spirit. Bryullov’s treatment was ambitious and reveals his fascination with monumental, allegorical composition even at that early stage.




    Although it was a student work, it already showed the confidence and fluency in drawing that would later make Bryullov one of the great Russian painters of the 19th century. It foreshadows his talent for combining academic rigor with expressive force. It stood as a tense harmonized] testimony to his command of classical balance, proportion and idealized beauty. Yet this work would also be the last in which his style remained wholly within classical boundaries. Life, with its textures and contradictions, was already pressing at the edges of the canvas.




    His Narcissus, painted in 1819 for the St. Petersburg Imperial Academy of Arts, earned him the Second Gold Medal, an important recognition that helped secure his reputation and future prospects and which was a decisive step in earning him the Academy’s fellowship for study in Italy.
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      Narcissus, 1819.




      Oil on canvas, 162 x 209.5 cm. Russian Museum, St Petersburg.
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      Naked Youth with a Spear (Model), 1810s. Study.




      Oil on canvas, 56 x 34 cm. Russian Museum, St Petersburg.
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      The Genius of Art, 1817-1820.




      Black and white chalks, charcoal and pastel on paper, 65.2 x 62.2 cm. Russian Museum, St Petersburg.
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      The Genius of Art, 1817-1820. Detail.


    




    The Academy’s system required students to produce paintings on mythological or biblical subjects drawn from classical antiquity. The story of Narcissus, the beautiful youth from Ovid’s Metamorphoses who falls in love with his own reflection, was a popular subject because it allowed young artists to display both anatomical knowledge and expressive pathos.




    The painting depicts the moment of fatal self-contemplation: Narcissus bends toward the water, transfixed by his own reflection. His body is shown with a sculptural clarity — well-modelled muscles, a smooth, youthful face — reflecting the Academy’s emphasis on classical ideals of male beauty.




    The composition is simple but dramatic: the figure dominates the foreground, surrounded by a natural setting (water, rocks, vegetation) rendered with care but secondary to the human form. The emotional tone combines sensuality with melancholy: Narcissus appears both entranced and doomed, unable to tear himself away.




    Stylistically, it is very much neoclassical, with clear contours, balanced proportions and restraint, yet one already senses Bryullov’s emerging Romantic temperament in the intensity of the youth’s gaze and the psychological undercurrent. The Narcissus demonstrates Bryullov’s early mastery of anatomy, composition and allegory — skills he would later deploy on a grand scale in The Last Day of Pompeii (1833). It also reveals his talent for giving mythological themes a strong emotional resonance, beyond mere academic exercise.




    At first glance, it seems to adhere faithfully to academic convention. The youth, ideal in form and gesture, recalls the antique Dying Gaul in his posture; the composition respects the expected planes of foreground, middle ground and background; the flanking trees resemble stage wings framing the scene. But on closer inspection, new impulses stir within the work. A trace of naturalism, a softness of atmosphere, breaks through the marble stillness of the canon.




    This shift was nourished by the artist’s surroundings. While preparing the canvas, Bryullov often wandered in the Stroganov Garden, near the family’s suburban estate by the Chornaya River. Its alleys were dotted with antiquities: an ancient sarcophagus, a statue of Neptune by the water and replicas of classical sculptures such as the Farnese Hercules and Flora[3]. In this garden, Russian landscape and antique myth intertwined, allowing the young artist to imagine the figure of Ovid’s Narcissus not as a cold abstraction but as a living presence in a tangible, atmospheric world.




    Ovid’s tale, well known to every student of antiquity, resonated in the Romantic age with new force. The youth Narcissus, son of the river god Cephisus and the nymph Liriope, stooped to drink from a stream and entranced by his own reflection, fell fatally in love with himself. Punished for his vanity, he was transformed into the flower that still bears his name. For classical academies, the story was a perfect exercise in beauty and tragedy; for Romantic sensibilities, it was also a parable of desire, illusion and self-destruction. Bryullov’s treatment of the subject reveals his ambition to move beyond sterile academic exercise, to invest the myth with atmosphere, poetry and a sense of living reality.




    Compared to The Genius of Art, Narcissus can no longer be described as a work of pure classicism. In this canvas, Bryullov reshaped the ancient legend into a moral reflection: the soul that falls in love only with itself forfeits life’s highest value—the love of others.




    For the first time, elements of natural atmosphere entered his work. The glowing figure of the youth is enveloped in twilight, the air is heavy with southern warmth and through the dark foliage shines the tender rose of a setting sun. Classical form here is touched with poetry, breathing with nature’s immediacy. Already one can sense Romanticism stirring beneath the smooth surface of the academic ideal.




    His official graduation picture, The Appearance of the Three Angels to Abraham by the Oak of Mamre, returned to more traditional ground. Bryullov’s canvas depicts the biblical episode from Genesis in which Abraham receives three mysterious angelic visitors beneath the sacred oak of Mamre. The artist renders the scene with dramatic lighting and balanced composition: Abraham, humbly bowing, welcomes the celestial messengers whose serene expressions and luminous presence dominate the composition.




    The work reveals Bryullov’s mastery of classical training at the Imperial Academy of Arts, blending religious solemnity with a sense of theatrical grandeur and already foreshadows the monumental style that would define his later masterpieces. No matter how hard Bryullov sought to vary his composition, his figures, or his palette, the work remained within the strict boundaries of the classical canon. Yet when set besides, the efforts of his fellow students, Bryullov’s canvas stood apart, radiating a technical mastery that none could rival.




    Graduation day arrived and in the great hall of the Academy medals and certificates were solemnly distributed. Bryullov received the “Large Gold Medal”, the first-class certificate “with a sword,” and a host of other awards for his extraordinary accomplishments over twelve years of study.




    During his time at the Academy, this slight, handsome youth with his fierce independence had impressed both peers and teachers alike. His older classmates regarded him as a “little wonder”, sometimes hoisting him on their shoulders and carrying him into the dining hall in playful admiration. His principal teacher, Professor Ivanov, repeatedly declared that extraordinary things were expected of Karl from his earliest years. The boy read voraciously, spoke fluent German and French, and advanced with astonishing speed in artistic skill. He alone was permitted to leave behind the dreary exercises of copying and enter the plaster modelling class before the term’s end. Soon he was entrusted with liberties denied to others: by his third year he was not only working from plaster casts and live models but also creating original compositions. It was no surprise that he assumed natural leadership among his peers.




    When his studies ended, Bryullov was invited to remain at the Academy on scholarship for three more years. He agreed, but only if he could study under Professor Ugriumov. The Academy’s president, Alexei Olenin, insisted instead on Inspector Yermolayev, a figure Bryullov found unacceptable. The young painter flatly refused. At a private gathering of friends, he raised a toast to Ugriumov’s health while openly denouncing Olenin. His companions readily joined in; the president was not loved. This defiance was not childish petulance but the expression of a deeper principle—his need for independence. Without independence, Bryullov instinctively knew there could be no true art.




    Though devoted to his family, he could not imagine returning to his father’s strict household. By good fortune, his brother Alexander, an architecture graduate of the Academy, was invited to work on the monumental construction of St Isaac’s Cathedral. The two brothers took up residence together in a modest wooden studio, living with Spartan simplicity.




    With Alexander absorbed in his worksite, Karl endured a period of solitude. It became, paradoxically, a fertile pause—a time for meditation and re-evaluation. The historical genre, so prized at the Academy, now repelled him. He longed to paint the human beings around him, not mythological abstractions. Yet he did not wish to mimic the styles of Rokotov[4], Levitsky, or Borovikovsky, the great portraitists of the previous generation. He felt drawn instead to the new current flowing through European letters: Romanticism. Its conviction that the unique character of the individual stood at the center of art appealed to him profoundly.




    In St Petersburg, only Orest Kiprensky, then living in Italy, shared this impulse. Bryullov admired his work and it is no wonder that Karl’s first portraits recalled Kiprensky’s manner. He began painting likenesses of the founders of the “Society for the Encouragement of Artists”: Alexei Dmitriyev-Mamonov, Piotr Kikin, his wife and daughter. He portrayed his own grandmother, the actor couple Ramazanov and even their cook. That portrait was born of a whimsical moment: delighted by pancakes served during Shrovetide[5], he summoned the “author” of the feast and sketched her as she appeared, apron askew, hair dishevelled, kitchen utensils in hand.




    These early efforts showed a growing gift for portraiture, but they could not yet sustain him. In St Petersburg, to live as an independent artist without steady commissions was nearly impossible. Bryullov did not see himself as a fashionable portraitist. Just as his prospects seemed uncertain, fortune intervened.
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      Portrait of Maria Kikina, 1821-1822.




      Oil on canvas, 82.6 x 71.7 cm. Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow. Maria Arnoldovna Kikina (1787-1820s), née Torsukova, wife of Piotr Kikin, one of the founders of the Society for the Encouragement of Artists.
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      Portrait of Alexander Lvov, 1824.




      Oil on canvas, 62.3 x 49.5 cm. Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow. Alexander Nikolayevich Lvov (1786-1849), architect.
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