Echoes of Antiquity
in Eighteenth-Century Art




Who is Laocoon?

This sculpture depicts a scene from the Roman
poet Virgils Aeneid (29-19 BCE) describing
the death of the Trojan priest of Apollo,
Laccodn, and his two sons. According to the
epic poem, when the Greeks delivered the

Trojan Horse to the gates of the city of Troy in

the hope of breaching their defenses, Laocodn
attempeed to warn the Trojans of the ruse:
“Beware of Greeks bearing gifts” The goddess
Athena, who sided with the Greeks, sent giant
sea serpents to kill Laocodn and his sons for
their interference.

The Orlgmai Sculpture and Its Rediscovery

The 1%-century CE marble sculprure in the Vatican Museum (Fig. 1) was made

for a wealt hy Roman patron and is traditionally atrributed to the Rhodian

sculptors Agesander, Athenodoros, and Polydorus after a bronze original. Seme scholars argue, hewever,

It was recorded as being in the palace of the Emperor Titus in the late 1*
century CE. With its dynamic, asymmetrical composition, strained muscles,
expressive facial features, diagonal thruse, heighrened tension, and chick locks

of hair, the Laocodn exemplifies the Hellenistic style.

In 1506 the sculprural group was discovered while
excavating for a well in a vineyard on the Esquiline
Hill in Rome. The right arm of the central figure was
missing. Learning of the discovery, and fascinared

by ancient art and culture, Pope Julius 1T purchased
the sculpture and displayed it in the Belvedere

Court garden with other similar ancient works in his
collection. Contemporary artists were excited to hear
of the find and rushed to sce it. Pope Julius convened
a group of them, led by Raphacl, to propose how the
missing arm should be replaced. After much debate,
they decided that the arm should be outstrerched over
the priest’s head. Michelangelo dissented and proposed
instead that the arm should be bent at the elbow.

that it was made by a Roman

sculptor or sculptors rather than

the Rhodian artists.

The sculprure was looted by MNapoleon in 1798 during the
Italian campaigns of the French Revolutionary Wars. While

it was in France, the resrored secrions were removed and
replaced with new parts. The sculpture was returned to Rome
in 1816 after Napoleon’s defear ac Warerloo.

In 1906 an archacologist saw a marble fragment of an arm in
a builder’s yard in Rome. The fragment came from the same
vineyard as the larger group. Speculating that it may be the
Laocodn’s missing arm, he purchased the piece and gave it to
the Varican Museum. Finally, in 1960, conservarors found the
fragment in storage, and after much scudy determined chat

it matched the marble and the original break of che Laocodn,
proving thar Michelangelo had been right about the position
of the arm. This is the restoration that we see now on the
original sculpeure in Vacican City.

Later interpretations of the Laocoén

Afcer its discovery in 1506, the Laocodn group became a source of inspiration and a model

for artists across Europe; and patrons (other than Napoleon) who could not have the

original, commissioned copies for their own collections. Baccio Bandinelli complered a

marble copy in 1525 for Cardinal Giulio de’ Medici (later Pope Clement VII) who sent ic

to the Uthzi in Florence. Another bronze case by Francesco Primarticcio, now in the Louvre,

was made for the French king, Francis I, for his chiteau at Fonrainbleaun in 1543,



Prints of the ancient sculprure by Giovanni Antonio da Brescia
(ca. 1506-08), Marco Dente (1515-27), Nicolas Beatrizet
(1545-70) (Fig. 2}, Pieter Perrer (1581), and Jacques de Gheyn
I11 (1619}, among others, circulated throughout Europe,
extending the sculprure’s influence and renown. The sculprure
was even subject to caricature in a prine attribured to Nicolo
Boldrini (ca. 1520-60) after Titian (Fig. 3) and reissued by

the French collector Pierre Marictte in the cighteenth century.
Artists studying in Rome—Ambrogio Giovanni Figino, Peter
Paul Rubens, Edme Bouchardon, George Romney, and William
Blake, among many others—made the requisite visit to the papal
collections to skerch after antique sculprures there, including
the famous Laocodn (Fig. 4). The Laocodn group was an icon of
ancient art, a standard part of all artists' visual vocabulary, and a

monument familiar to any educared person (Fig. 5).

FIGURE 3. Caricature of the Laccodn, after Boldrnini, after Titian, ca. 1550-1800

engraving, published by Pierre Mariette, 9 x 13.1 inchos.
British Museum, London, 1902,1213.1.
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FIGURE 2. Micolas Beatrizet (French, 1507- ca. 1545)
Laccodn, engraving on Laid paper, 19.69 x 12.99 inches.
Snite Museurn of Art Acquired with funds provided

by the Estate of Edith and Dr. Paul J. Vignos Jr. "1,
2016012

FIGURE 4. Ambrogio Gicvanni Figino
(talian, 1548-1508), Sudies of Heads after
the Laocodn, ca, 1577, black chalk on blue
paper, 2.13 x 7.25 inches, Snite Museum of
Art: Gift of John D. Reilly 63, 2014.061.258.

FIGURE 5. Unknown artist, The Private Sitting
Reom of Sir Thos, Lawrence, 1830, otching
and aquatint on chine collé, 13 x 16,89 inches.
British Musoum, London.




Unknown artist, probably Italian, Laccodn and His Sons, 18" century?, marble, 62.25 x 53.75 x 27.25 inches.
Snite Museum of Art: On loan from Michael and Susie McLoughlin, L2016.015




The object of art is pleasure,

and pleasure is not indispensable.

Laocoon in the Eighteenth Century

In the cighteenth-century intellectuals’ devotion to antiquity, the Laocoin loomed large in the codification
of good taste. In his illustraced creatise, The Analysis of Beauty of 1753, British artist William Hogarth used
the ancient seulprure as an illuseration of his principle of simplicity and variety, which finds its perfect form

in the pyramid (Fig. 6). OF the monument, he wrote:

The authors ... . of as fine @ group of figures in sculpture as ever was made cither by ancients or
moderns, (I mean Laocodn and his two sons) chose to be guilty of the absurdity of making the
sons of half the father’s size. . . rather than not bring their composition within the boundary of a

pyramid. Thus, if a judicious workman were employed to make a case of wood, for preserving it

from the injuries of the weather, or for the convenience of carriage, he would soon find, by his eye,

the whele composition would readily fit, and easily be packed up, in one of a pyramidal form.
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To underscore the peint, he placed the Laocosn (note
its reversed position) in the center of the background
of Plate 1 and erecred a scaffold in che shape of a
pyramid. French writers, too, ciced it as a paradigm of
correct proportions in their essay on Dessein (Design or

Drawing) for the Encyclopédie in 1762-77 (Fig. 7).

Enlightenment philosophers looked ro the Laocoin in
forming their aesthetic theories. German archacologise
Johann Joachim Winckelmann wrote his seminal ereatise,
Reflections on the paintings and sculpture of the Greeks,

in 1755. Winckelmann championed Greek art over
Roman arr, identifying evolutionary stages for stylistic
development, such as archaic, classical, and Hellenistic,
He used the Laocodn as an example of classical harmony,

The sculpture was shipped to the

wiighs
fivee men and a

try (horizontal

crana) to lift it into place.

FIGURE &. William Hogarth (British,
1697=1764), Analysis of Beauty, Plate I, 1753,
engraving, 17 x 21 inches. Snite Museumn

of Art: Gift of Mr. 5. Herman Klarsfeld,
1975.095.007.

Drespite the violence of the narrative, he wrote, the artists
had captured a moment of balance and had elevated
narure to the ideal.“The Laocodn expresses pain and
distress in the highest degree, but in a still grander and
nobler sense than in nature.”

In An Essay on the Limits of Painting and Poetry written

in 1766, Gotthold Lessing disagreed with Winckelmann’s
characterizarion of the Laocodn as noble simplicity and
quiet grandeur, Lessing noted che difference between

the poers’ words which describe a scene of agony filled
with screams and painful spasms and the artists

subdued portrayal of it. According ro Lessing, the

artists deliberarely chose not to depict the agonized

soul and o deviate from the literary description.




Why? “The object of art is pleasure, and pleasure is not indispensable,” he
— — argued. Pain and beauty were not compatible. Pain must be sofvened; the

scream reduced to a sigh. It seems obvious to us now, but Lessing was the

[ first to articulate chat the pictorial arts are static while poetry. based as it
I iz on words and sound, unfolds over time. The best artises, he believed,

chose to depict the moment in a story that is full of anticipation and

stimulates imagination.

All of these studies and ruminations on ancient art did. indeed, spur artists’

imaginations. Giovanni Panini’s painting Imaginary Gallery with Sights from
Classical Rome is a fantastical view caraloging important antiquicies (Fig. 8).
In the lower right corner, the Laocodn anchors the composition across from

the Farnese Hercules and the Dying Gaul. At the heighe of romantic fantasy,

the French artist Hubert Robere dreamed up whar the discovery of the

famous sculprure looked like. Workers struggle ro move the monument

through a dimly lic vaulred interior; women and a few male onlookers warch

with wonder and awe at the majesty of the ancient marble (Fig. 9).

FIGURE 7. A. J. Dafehrt (French, active 18th century), Design:
Proportions of the Laccodn Statue, from Encyclopddie [Velume 3, Plate
XAV, Paris: Briagson, 176272, University of Notre Dame, Hesburgh
Libwary, Rare Books & Special Collections

= Motice, too, the ruins in the
paintings that the Farnese Hercules
faces and the one above his head
to the left. They are the same
ancient monuments painted by Jean

Barbault hanging in this gallery.

FIGURE 8. Gicvanmi Paola Panini
1 1691=1745), Imaginary
Gallary with Sights from Classical
Roma, 1757, oil on canvas, 67.75 x
90.5 inches. Metropolitan Museum of
Art, Mow York,
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FIGURE 9. Hub The Finding of the
Laocodn, 1773, a%, 47 x &4 inchos

Virgenia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond;
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Phota: Kathaenne Watnel



FIGURE 10. Alexandre Denis Abel
de Pujol (French, 1785-1851), The
Fury of Achilles, 1810, oil on canvas,

47.9 x 57.75 inchos. Snite Museun
of Art: Gift of Mr. John D. Reilly '63,
1987.051

FIGURE 12. Joseph Chinard (French, 1754-1813), Portrait of J. P
de la Frenaye, after 1800, plaster, 8.5 inches. Snite Museum of Art
Acquired with funds provided by The Butkin Foundation, 1989.009

FIGURE 11. Miche!l Gamier (French, 1753=181Y), Portra t of Josephine
Beauharnais, 1794, odl on carvas, 13 x 11 inches. Snite Musoum of Art
Gift of Michael and Susie McLoughlin,k 2015.07%

Antiquity in the Eighteenth Century

Aside from the specific example of the Laocodn, elements of ancient culture more broadly found their way
into the are of the long cighteenth century. Scenes of heroism and virtue or allegories of the consequences of
irrationality or vanity, such as Alexandre Denis Abel de Pujol’s Fury of Achilles or Jean Simon Barthélemy’s
Achilles Mosirning the Death of Patroclus, on view in chis gallery, are typical of the subjects thar Enlightenment
artists and their patrons favored. Compositions, forms, and motifs—for example, the profile portraits on
ancient coins and cameos— characrerize the neoclassical style thar prevailed in the late 17005 and early 18005
and illustrate the century’s attitude towards antiquity summed up by Winckelmann when he said, “The only

way for us to become great, or even inimirable if possible, is to imirate the Greeks” (Figs. 10-14).



FIGURE 13. Unknown artist, Bust of Marie Antoinette, marble,
32.5 x 21 x 12 inchos (detail of medallion, abowe). Snite
Museum of Art: On loan from Michael and Susie Mcloughbin,
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FIGURE 14. Sévres Manufactory (Sévres, France), Cup and Saucer,
1816, hard-paste r.\.-ﬂ:#l " x 6.25 inches (detail). Snite Museum
af At A % » Marten Family and

r, Thomas 5. Corson, 2000.008.a-b.
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