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ABSTRACT 

S i n c e t h e i r appearance i n 1793 John Flaxman's i l l u s t r a t i o n s 

t o Homer's I l i a d and Odyssey have been a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the 

a n c i e n t a r t t h a t i n s p i r e d t h e i r commission. I n t h i s t h e s i s t h e y 

are examined from a s t a n d p o i n t o t h e r t h a n t h a t adopted i n the 

major l i t e r a t u r e . B e s i d e s s u s t a i n i n g Flaxman's own a s s e r t i o n 

t h a t t h e d e s i g n s were t o be used f o r s c u l p t u r e , t h e i r c o n c e p t i o n 

i s r e l a t e d t o o u t l i n e designs s u b m i t t e d t o h i s former emloyer o f 

12 y e a r s , i n d u s t r i a l i s t J o s i a h Wedgwood. More s i g n i f i c a n t l y , 

t h e i r most c o n s p i c u o u s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s - - t h e i r t w o - d i m e n s i o n a l 

space, absence o f c o l o u r , t e x t u r e , and d e t a i l and most n o t i c e a b l y 

t h e i r r e n d e r i n g i n s i m p l e o u t l i n e — a r e , f o r the f i r s t t i m e , 

p l a c e d i n an o t h e r c o n t e x t o f c o n s i d e r a b l e i m p o r t a n c e i n t h e 

18th C e n t u r y . L i n e d rawing and i t s m u l t i p l e - p r o d u c t i o n c o u n t e r ­

p a r t , l i n e e n g r a v i n g , were the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l modes o f c h o i c e 

i n t he t r a n s m i s s i o n o f e s s e n t i a l i d e a s i n a wide v a r i e t y o f 

d i s c i p l i n e s i n c l u d i n g h i s own d e s i g n s f o r Wedgwood. E x c l u s i v e 

o f the c o n n e c t i o n w i t h a n c i e n t a r t , s i m p l e l i n e would have been 

r e g a r d e d as the most s u i t a b l e form o f i l l u s t r a t i o n f o r the e p i c 

poems w h i c h were b e i n g s t u d i e d a t t h e time as models o f t h e 

e s s e n t i a l human s o c i e t y . T h i s t h e s i s t r e a t s Flaxman's d e s i g n s 

as one a s p e c t o f the e f f o r t t o d e f i n e u n i v e r s a l t r u t h s and the 

r e l a t e d need t o c r e a t e c o n c e p t u a l models o f them i n t h e 18th 

Cen t u r y . 

To e s t a b l i s h the d e s i g n s i n t h i s - j b r o a d e r c o n t e x t , t h e f i r s t 

f o u r c h a p t e r s s e t out i n s u c c e s s i o n : t h e s e a r c h f o r , and ' 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f , the e s s e n t i a l i n t h e 18th C e n t u r y ; Flaxman's 



r e l a t i o n s h i p t o i t w i t h s p e c i a l r e f e r e n c e t o h i s e d u c a t i o n and 

12 y e a r a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h Wedgwood; t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f the Homer 

d e s i g n s themselves from h i s s t u d i e s o f a r t works he had seen 

and, t h e c r i t i c a l r e v i e w s o f the i l l u s t r a t i o n s and t h e i r 

subsequent a d o p t i o n by o t h e r a r t i s t s as s o u r c e s o f i n s p i r a t i o n . 

The t h e s i s c o n c l u d e s by c r i t i c a l l y a n a l y z i n g Flaxman's a c h i e v e ­

ment, r e v i e w i n g h i s o b j e c t i v e s f o r the s e r i e s and r e l a t i n g t h e 

d e s i g n s t o i n d u s t r i a l / w o r k s h o p drawings by Flaxman and o t h e r 

contemporary a r t i s t s . 
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guidance, encouragement and p a t i e n c e t h i s t h e s i s would never 

have been s e t on paper. 
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CHAPTER I 

Since t h e i r p u b l i c a t i o n i n 1793 John Flaxman's i l l u s t r a t i o n s 

to Homer have been o b j e c t s of admir a t i o n and study. Yet, i f 

con s i d e r e d e x c l u s i v e l y i n an a r t i s t i c context they are r e l a t i v e l y 

minor works. They are not imposing p a i n t i n g s , s c u l p t u r e , or 

a r c h i t e c t u r e . As yet they have not been, as Robert Rosenblum 

observed i n 1956, "the s u b j e c t of a comprehensive s t u d y " 1 and 

indeed such a study remains only p a r t i a l l y completed. A com­

p l i c a t i o n i n p r e p a r i n g such a comprehensive study i s that when 

Flaxman produced h i s Homer designs the g r e a t e r p a r t of h i s 

working experience had been not i n the a r t i s t i c community but 

as a producer of designs and models f o r J o s i a h Wedgwood a 

lea d e r of l a r g e s c a l e commercial p o t t e r y production.2 

C r i t i c a l d i s c u s s i o n s of Flaxman's engraved designs have 

c o n s i s t a n t l y p l a c e d them i n a r t i s t i c c o n t e x t s . T h i s began i n 

1799 with Johann Goethe's a r t i c l e "Uber d i e Flaxmanische Werk" 

were p u b l i s h e d i n Propylaen.3 A.W. S c h l e g e l ' s "Uber Zeichnungen 

zu Gedichten und John Flaxman's Umrissen" appeared i n Athenaum 

the same y e a r . 4 In t h i s century, W.G. Constable i n c l u d e d a 

d i s c u s s i o n of them i n h i s John Flaxman 1755-1826.5 More 

r e c e n t l y G e r a l d B e n t l e y p r o v i d e d a " B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l Study i n 

the E a r l y Engravings of Flaxman's C l a s s i c a l D e s i g n s . " 6 In the 

Dover P u b l i c a t i o n s 1977 r e p r i n t of Flaxman's I l l u s t r a t i o n s to  

Homer Robert E s s i c k and J e n i j o y La B e l l e have pr o v i d e d b i o ­

g r a p h i c a l and b i b l i o g r a p h i c a l i n f o r m a t i o n i n a d d i t i o n to a 

commentary which d i s c u s s e s each p l a t e i n terms of what i t 

re p r e s e n t s , how the image presented v a r i e s from the Homeric 
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t e x t , p o s s i b l e sources f o r the image, and where p r e l i m i n a r y 

drawings f o r each image are now.7 David Bindman's John Flaxman 

was p u b l i s h e d as catalogue f o r John Flaxman RA an e x h i b i t i o n 

at the Royal Academy of A r t s i n London, 26 October - 9 December 

1979.8 T h i s work put Flaxman's Homer designs i n the context 

of h i s l i f e ' s output. F i n a l l y David Irwin devoted an e n t i r e 

chapter to a l l of Flaxman's i l l u s t r a t i o n s (Chapter V pp.67 -

122) i n h i s John Flaxman 1755-1826^ which c o n s i d e r s sources, 

d e r i v a t i v e s , methods and contemporary comments. 

As a matter of h i s t o r i c a l r e c o r d , i n the winter of 1792/3 

when Flaxman drew the Homer i l l u s t r a t i o n s he was not an a r t i s t 

of e s t a b l i s h e d r e p u t a t i o n . He was a r e l a t i v e l y obscure a r t i s t 

whose most widely known work took the form of designs f o r 

J o s i a h Wedgwood's p o t t e r y f i r m . T h i s i n d u s t r i a l i s t ' s methods 

were capable of producing l a r g e numbers of items and he was 

thus i n constant need of new designs.10 Flaxman s o l d designs 

to the Wedgwood f i r m from 1775 u n t i l a f t e r the t u r n of the 

c e n t u r y . H Indeed, while Flaxman was i n I t a l y i n the e a r l y 

1790's (with the a s s i s t a n c e of Wedgwood) he continued to send 

designs and c a s t s of a n c i e n t r e l i e f s c u l p t u r e s to Wedgwoodl2 

and the Homer i l l u s t r a t i o n s were drawn i n the evenings a f t e r the 

day's more p r e s s i n g p r o j e c t s to augment Flaxman's otherwise 

meager income. 

Under these circumstances i t should come as no s u r p r i s e 

t hat the Homer i l l u s t r a t i o n s d e r i v e d d i r e c t l y from Flaxman's 

c u r r e n t o b s e r v a t i o n s i n Rome and e a r l i e r academic s t u d i e s . In 
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i l l u s t r a t i o n 31 of the I l i a d s e r i e s e n t i t l e d T h e t i s B r i n g i n g  

the Armour to A c h i l l e s , ( F i g u r e 1) f o r example, there are f i v e 

f i g u r e s . At the r i g h t the crouched woman i s i n a pose s t r o n g l y 

resembling the c e n t r a l f i g u r e i n the e a r l i e s t s u r v i v i n g sketch 

done by Flaxman as a boy of 13 ( F i g u r e 2 ) . The f i g u r e of a 

mourning man behind P a t r o c l u s ' b i e r i s an academic f i g u r e to 

be found i n any student a r t i s t ' s sketchbook. The supine 

P a t r o c l u s by c o n t r a s t resembles medieval tomb f i g u r e s , w h ile 

the s t a n d i n g T h e t i s i s r e m i n i s c e n t i n form of Roman f r i e z e 

f i g u r e s or perhaps a Greek vase f i g u r e . The members of the 

group are assembled to strengthen the idea of A c h i l l e s g r i e f . 

A s t r o n g d i a g o n a l l i n e descends from l e f t to r i g h t from the 

goddess T h e t i s with head bowed through A c h i l l e s ' body i n t e a r f u l 

embrace of the dead P a t r o c l u s to the f i g u r e of the woman 

unable to stand f o r her g r i e f . The e f f e c t resembles the 

f i g u r e of a m u s i c a l descending arpeggio and c r e a t e s a p e r s u a s i v e 

s e n t i m e n t a l appeal. 

T h i s o v e r t d e p i c t i o n of emotion and the a p p a r e n t l y v a r i e d 

sources f o r the f i g u r e s ' poses make the comments of contemporaries 

seem oddly i n a p p r o p r i a t e . U n i v e r s a l l y they regarded the Homer 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s , p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e i r p u r i t y of form and a u s t e r i t y 

of method, as t r u e a n c i e n t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s s k i l l f u l l y t r a n s p o r t e d 

from the p a s t . George Romney, f o r example, remarked i n 1793 

t h a t . . . ' t h e y are o u t l i n e s without shadow, but i n the s t y l e of 

a n c i e n t a r t . They are simple, grand, and pure... They look 

as i f they had been made i n the age, when Homer wrote.'13 i n 
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f a c t , the " o u t l i n e s without shadow" or l i n e a r s t y l e i s i t s e l f 

an anachronism - a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l mode of c l a s s i c a l not 

bronze age or Homeric G r e e c e . 1 4 Even t h i s a s i d e , when Flaxman 

used a n c i e n t Greek vase p a i n t i n g — with which he was f a m i l i a r 

through h i s study of both a n c i e n t p i e c e s and a r c h a e o l o g i c a l 

p u b l i c a t i o n s d e p i c t i n g v a s e s 1 4 — as an i n s p i r a t i o n f o r the 

form of h i s i l l u s t r a t i o n s the images he produced d i f f e r con­

s i d e r a b l y from a n c i e n t p i e c e s . A u s e f u l comparison e x i s t s 

between a cup c. 500 BC by the S o s i a s P a i n t e r ( F i g u r e 3a) and 

Flaxman's I l i a d p l a t e 31 ( h e r e a f t e r Flaxman's Homer designs 

w i l l be r e f e r r e d to by e i t h e r I l i a d or Odyssey and the 1805 

Longman e d i t i o n number). The cup e x h i b i t s many c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 

of a n c i e n t Greek p a i n t i n g . In common with Flaxman's i l l u s t r a t i o n s 

t h i s s t y l e i n v o l v e d the a p p l i c a t i o n of dark l i n e s on a l i g h t e r 

ground.i5 But u n l i k e Flaxman's work there i s a tendency to 

f i l l the frame of the p i c t u r e with d e c o r a t i o n not r e l e v a n t to 

the s u b j e c t . The background i s darkened and, while there i s 

no landscape, there i s a s u b s t a n t i a l g r o u n d l i n e . The f i g u r e s 

wear h e a v i l y decorated c l o t h i n g and t h e i r f a c e s are i n s t r i c t 

p r o f i l e with s i n g u l a r l y E g y p t i a n l o o k i n g f r o n t a l eyes. F r e q u e n t l y 

the anatomy i s p o o r l y rendered such as P a t r o c l u s ' s grotesque 

f o o t and A c h i l l e s s p i n d l y arms and l e g s . There i s a l a c k of 

v a r i e t y i n pose (here demonstrated on the o u t s i d e of the cup 

F i g u r e 3b), and male f i g u r e s are o f t e n h e a v i l y bearded. 

On the other hand i n I l i a d 31, T h e t i s B r i n g i n g the Armour  

to A c h i l l e s f u l l y 40% of the p i c t u r e area i s l e f t undecorated. 
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There i s no landscape, shading or darkened background. The 

ground l i n e i s so ambiguous t h a t i t c o u l d be a p a r t of the 

frame of the p i c t u r e . Drapery i s r e l a t i v e l y undecorated. The 

r e n d e r i n g of anatomy i s s i g n i f i c a n t l y more competent and 

f i g u r e s are presented i n much more v a r i e d poses. P a t r o c l u s ' 

long l e g s obscure the mourning att e n d a n t ' s g e n i t a l area something 

seldom done i n a n c i e n t models. 

By f i l l i n g the open areas with d e c o r a t i o n s not r e l e v a n t 

to the s t o r y the S o s i a s p a i n t e r g i v e s the impression that he 

was simply attempting to cover the vase with d e c o r a t i o n . He 

presented a p i c t u r e that r e p r e s e n t s a s i n g l e moment i n time as 

one f i g u r e bandages the o t h e r . To form a p a r a l l e l case Flaxman 

might have i s o l a t e d A c h i l l e s g r i e v i n g over a dead P a t r o c l u s 

but i n s t e a d he d e p i c t e d a s e r i e s of events to g i v e a b e t t e r 

sense of the Homeric n a r r a t i v e . In t h i s s i n g l e image Flaxman 

reminds the viewer of the death of P a t r o c l u s and thus the l o s s 

of the armour he had borrowed from A c h i l l e s . I t was t h i s l o s s 

of the o l d armour that prompted the manufacture of the new 

that T h e t i s now d e l i v e r s . In a pose r e m i n i s c e n t of the Parthenon 

Athena or B r i t a n n i a , she p e r s o n i f i e s duty c a l l i n g A c h i l l e s 

back to the b a t t l e that ends i n Troy's d e f e a t . 

The dominant theme of the Flaxman's design, human g r i e f , 

i s drawn from the t e x t but the d e t a i l s of the p i c t u r e are 

Flaxman's i n v e n t i o n . Homer made no r e f e r e n c e to P a t r o c l u s ' 

f u n e r a l b i e r , the s t o o l beside i t , nor the female mourner.16 

Flaxman d i d not produce a b s o l u t e l y f a i t h f u l t r a n s l a t i o n s of 
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the Homeric t e x t s from l i t e r a r y to p i c t o r i a l imagery. Rather 

as Mrs. Flaxman wrote from France to W i l l i a m Hayley i n 1802, 

her husband was r e c o g n i z e d as 'the best commentator of the 

great bard Homer.' 1 7 

Today the s i g n i f i c a n c e of Mrs. Flaxman's remark i s obscure. 

The Homeric e p i c s , the o l d e s t great works of western l i t e r a t u r e , 

are not important i n modern edu c a t i o n . They are not, f o r 

example, r e q u i r e d r e a d i n g i n B r i t i s h Columbia s c h o o l s or 

u n i v e r s i t i e s . T h i s i n c l u d e s the C l a s s i c s Department at the 

U n i v e r s i t y of B r i t i s h Columbia where only one or the other i s 

r e q u i r e d , and that r e a d i n g may be i n t r a n s l a t i o n . 1 8 Such was 

not the case i n the 18th Century. 

Throughout the 18th Century the I l i a d and Odyssey were a 

fundamental p a r t of e d u c a t i o n . In a program " c o n t r i v e d a c c o r d i n g 

to what i s commonly p r a c t i c e d i n England and f o r e i g n c o u n t r i e s ; 

and i s i n sundry p a r t i c u l a r s p r o p o r t i o n e d to the o r d i n a r y 

c a p a c i t i e s of c h i l d r e n under f i f t e e n years of age" 1^ the 

Reverend Hoole recommended not only the '"Father of Poetry", 

Homer, [but a l s o ] P i n d a r , E u r i p i d e s , Sophocles and A r i s t o p h a n e s 

i n G r e e k . ' 2 0 E a r l i e r the Reverend R i c h a r d Holdsworth D.D., 

f e l l o w of S t . John's C o l l e g e , Oxford, from 1613 to 1637 had 

regarded as a p p r o p r i a t e Hesiod, h i s Theognis, Homer, Pi n d a r , 

T h e o c r i t u s , P l u t a r c h and a number of t r a g e d i e s and o r a t i o n s of 

L a t i n authors.21 These 17th Century educators a p p a r e n t l y s e t 

the d i r e c t i o n f o r the c u r r i c u l a throughout the f o l l o w i n g 

century. Sydney Smith reviewing R.L. Edgeworth's P r o f e s s i o n a l 
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E d u c a t i o n of 1809 wrote i n the Edinburgh Review i n an essay 

e n t i t l e d "Too Much L a t i n and Greek," t h a t "a Young Englishman 

goes to sc h o o l at s i x or seven years o l d ; and he remains i n a 

course of education t i l l twenty-three or twenty-four years of 

age. In a l l t h a t time s o l e and e x c l u s i v e o c c u p a t i o n i s l e a r n i n g 

L a t i n and Greek: he has s c a r c e l y a n o t i o n that there i s any 

other k i n d of e x c e l l e n c e . ' 2 2 For those who d i d not continue 

to higher forms t r a n s l a t i o n s of Homer were widely a v a i l a b l e . 2 3 

Thus the g r e a t e r m a j o r i t y of the young men d e s t i n e d f o r 

c a r e e r s i n the law, p o l i t i c s , the armed s e r v i c e s and the 

Church and even commerce, tr a d e , and i n d u s t r y had read c l a s s i c a l 

authors i n c l u d i n g Homer of whom a w r i t e r to the Gentlemen's  

Magazine i n 1793 wrote: 'In Homer nothing i s c a s u a l , nothing 

i d l e or i r r e l a t i v e , n i l m o l i t u r i n e p t e . Every e x p r e s s i o n i s 

pregnant with meaning.' 2 4 Homer was not read i n the l a t e 

18th Century merely f o r entertainment or the i n t e l l e c t u a l 

d i s c i p l i n e of l e a r n i n g another language but presented as a 

model of human s o c i e t y . T h e o r i s t Robert Wood had w r i t t e n some 

years b e f o r e t h a t 'whatever h i s [Homer's] p l a n of i n s t r u c t i o n , 

e i t h e r moral or p o l i t i c a l , might have been ( f o r to deny t h a t he 

had any would he h i g h l y unreasonable), h i s c h o i c e of c h a r a c t e r s 

f o r the purpose never c a r r i e d him beyond Nature, and h i s own 

experience of l i f e ' . 2 5 

Homer, i t was b e l i e v e d , 'had l i v e d i n the most e n l i g h t e n e d 

age, and possessed a l l advantages f o r improving h i s n a t u r a l 

t a l e n t s ' . 2 6 In that 'most e n l i g h t e n e d age' the Greeks of 
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Homer's s t o r i e s were seen to l i v e i n an age of wealth, m i l i t a r y 

prowess and refinement.27 ^nd y e t , as the passage i l l u s t r a t e d 

by Flaxman's T h e t i s B r i n g i n g the Armour to A c h i l l e s , I l i a d 31, 

i n d i c a t e d , human v a l u e s , not m a t e r i a l o b j e c t s , were the s u b j e c t . 

The Achaean Greeks had not d i s s i p a t e d t h e i r n a t i o n a l v i g o u r on 

the accumulation of m a t e r i a l wealth, a p o i n t not l o s t on those 

i n B r i t a i n who f e a r e d that the sudden p r o l i f e r a t i o n of consumer 

goods pro v i d e d by the I n d u s t r i a l R e v o l u t i o n would c o r r u p t 

s o c i e t y . In a 1774 'Essay on Luxury' appearing i n London  

Magazine 'luxury [was] s a i d to have poisoned the whole n a t i o n . ' 2 ^ 

F i v e years l a t e r the i dea was expanded to: 'But man, anxious 

to be unhappy, i n d u s t r i o u s to m u l t i p l y woe, and ingenious i n 

c o n t r i v i n g new plagues, new torments, to embitter l i f e , and . 

sour every present enjoyment, has i n v e r t e d the order of t h i n g s , 

has c r e a t e d wishes that have no connection with h i s happiness.'29 

Human s o c i e t y was here seen as being p r o g r e s s i v e l y overburdened 

with new plagues and torments t h a t were obscur i n g the e s s e n t i a l 

nature of mankind. In the o l d e s t known extended d e s c r i p t i o n 

of any age the s o c i e t y of the I l i a d and Odyssey was l o g i c a l l y 

the l e a s t overburdened and thus the most e n l i g h t e n e d . 

Oddly, the enthusiasm of Homeric s o c i e t y was not tempered 

by an acknowledgement of i t s more mundane aspects (which may 

simply have gone unrecorded by Homer). In f a c t , Homer pro v i d e d 

as spare a p i c t u r e of h i s s o c i e t y as d i d Flaxman. R e f e r r i n g 

again to T h e t i s B r i n g i n g the Armour to A c h i l l e s , I l i a d 31 both 

poet and a r t i s t might w e l l have i n c l u d e d a background. The 
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Myrmidons may have been presented p o l i s h i n g armour, sharpening 

weapons, p r e p a r i n g food or e a t i n g or even j u s t s t a n d i n g about 

i n c a r e f u l l y d e t a i l e d m a t e r i a l surroundings. N e i t h e r Homer 

nor Flaxman p r o v i d e any such d e t a i l s but s i g n i f i c a n t l y the 

spare q u a l i t y of t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e d e p i c t i o n s of the I l i a d and 

Odyssey seem to have been reached by d i f f e r e n t means. Robert 

Wood b e l i e v e d that i t had been 'Homer's o b j e c t to p l e a s e as 

w e l l as i n s t r u c t ' . 3 0 AS S U c h , d e s c r i b i n g d e t a i l s f a m i l i a r i n 

the everyday l i f e of h i s l i s t e n e r s would have d i l u t e d the 

s t o r i e s ' v i g o r o u s n a r r a t i v e . A l t e r n a t i v e l y , a l a t e 18th 

Century audience would have seen e m b e l l i s h i n g d e t a i l i n Flaxman's 

designs as o b s c u r i n g Homer's p r e s e n t a t i o n of the e s s e n t i a l 

nature of man and human s o c i e t y . 

The concept of the e s s e n t i a l was not d e r i v e d e n t i r e l y 

from a p e r u s a l of Homer or even a n c i e n t authors. In a d d i t i o n 

t o Homer there was i n c r e a s e d i n t e r e s t i n the severe t r a g e d i e s 

of Aeschylus ( f i r s t t r a n s l a t e d i n t o E n g l i s h and French i n the 

1770's), the ' i r o n age' works of Hesiod and P i n d a r , the Roman 

h i s t o r i a n L i v y and the Greek, P l u t a r c h , biographer of both 

Greeks and Romans.31 From the works of these authors was 

d e r i v e d a conception of man with uncorrupted manners and 

emotions of those l i v i n g c l o s e t o nature.32 Dante, Shakespeare, 

and the N i b e l u n g e n l i e d presented s i m i l a r v i s i o n s and i n t e r e s t 

i n them was s i m i l a r l y r e v i v e d . Recognizing the p o p u l a r i t y of 

these r e v i v e d authors and u s i n g Homer as a model, James MacPherson 

c r e a t e d the "fake" C e l t i c bard Ossian and p u b l i s h e d h i s F i n g a l 
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and Temora between 1760 and 1763. The books s u c c e s s f u l l y 

c r e a t e d c h a r a c t e r s and put them i n t o s i t u a t i o n s designed to 

accommodate the most n o s t a l g i c v i s i o n s of human s o c i e t y d e v i s e d 

by 18th Century w r i t e r s and r e a d e r s . L i f e i n the time of 

Ossian was 'simple, rugged, u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d and at the same 

time, moral, r a t i o n a l and touched with s e n t i m e n t ' . 3 3 With 

Macpherson conspicuous by h i s absence i n d i s c u s s i o n s r e g a r d i n g 

the a u t h e n t i c i t y of h i s work, Ossian was immediately h a i l e d as 

a great a n c i e n t work. MacPherson's c o n t r i v e d work was not 

unique. I t was p a r a l l e l e d by 18th Century landscape gardens, 

which were 'attempts to r e c r e a t e the l i t e r a r y landscape which 

had been sketched by Homer, e l a b o r a t e d and populated with 

l o v e - s i c k shepherds by T h e o c r i t u s and the other b u c o l i c poets, 

and given c l a s s i c e x p r e s s i o n by V i r g i l who t r a n s f e r r e d i t from 

S i c i l y t o more remote A r c a d i a and V a l e of Tempe'. 3 4 The 

shepherd might dwell i n such a r c h i t e c t u r a l whimsies as the 

Pantheon Temple at Stourhead ( F i g u r e 4 ) . Such concepts were 

fundamental to 18th Century thought. I t was b e l i e v e d that 

reason, a p p l i e d to c a r e f u l o b s e r v a t i o n s of nature, would 

r e v e a l u n i v e r s a l l y v a l i d t r u t h s , laws, and p r i n c i p l e s and by 

e x t e n s i o n nature and reason c o u l d be employed f o r the g e n e r a l 

b e n e f i t of mankind. Indeed, e x p l o r a t i o n and e x p o s i t i o n i n 

d i v e r s f i e l d s of i n t e r e s t c h a r a c t e r i z e d the 18th Century. 

Even d u r i n g Flaxman's l i f e and c a r e e r , d i s c o v e r y , d i s c u s s i o n 

and i n v e n t i o n extended over a broad range of endeavour: i n the 

f i e l d of s c i e n c e the d i s c o v e r y of s e v e r a l of the elements 
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i n c l u d i n g hydrogen i n 1766 by Cavendish, n i t r o g e n by R u t h e r f o r d 

i n 1772 and Oxygen i n 1774 by P r i e s t l y ; i n geography Cook's 

e x p l o r a t i o n of A u s t r a l i a i n 1770 and P a c i f i c i n 1778. These 

examples should not suggest that r e s e a r c h or i n q u i r i e s r e p r e s e n t e d 

only a p a s s i v e i n t e r e s t i n the accummulation of knowledge. 

The i s o l a t i o n of elements, f o r example, suggested to L a v o i s i e r 

t h e i r p r e v i o u s combination as when he e x p l a i n e d combustion i n 

1777. G e n e r a l l y an i n c r e a s e d understanding of p r o p e r t i e s 

r e s u l t e d i n a g r e a t e r u t i l i z a t i o n of m a t e r i a l s i n the form of 

i n v e n t i o n s of s i g n i f i c a n t s o c i a l impact. Those i n v e n t i o n s 

i n c l u d e d : Watts p i s t o n steam engine i n 1769, M i l l e r ' s c i r c u l a r 

saw i n 1777, F r a n k l i n ' s b i f o c a l l e n s ( f o r e y e g l a s s e s ) i n 1780, 

H a r r i s o n ' s s t e e l pen i n 1780, and Murdock's gas l i g h t i n g i n 

1792. The d i v e r s i t y of the contemporary i n t e l l e c t u a l arguments 

i s i n d i c a t e d by the t i t l e s of but a few works of the time 

ranging from Edmund Burke's P h i l o s o p h i c a l I n q u i r y i n t o the  

O r i g i n of our Ideas of the sublime and the B e a u t i f u l i n 1756, 

Adam Smith's I n q u i r y i n t o the Nature and Causes of the Wealth  

of N a t i o ns i n 1776, to David Hume's Dialogues concerning  

N a t u r a l R e l i g i o n i n 1779. 

Common to a l l these f i e l d s of 18th Century i n t e l l e c t u a l 

endeavour was the need to c r e a t e conceptual models. That need 

i t s e l f had been widely r e c o g n i z e d . In h i s A n a l y s i s of Beauty 

of 1753 W i l l i a m Hogarth, whose i n t e l l e c t u a l a s p i r a t i o n s g r e a t l y 

exceeded h i s a c t u a l accomplishments, wrote: 'The constant use 

made of l i n e s by mathematicians, as w e l l as p a i n t e r s , i n 



d e s c r i b i n g t h i n g s upon paper, hath e s t a b l i s h e d a co n c e p t i o n of 

them, as i f a c t u a l l y e x i s t i n g on the r e a l forms t h e m s e l v e s ' . 3 5 

There are two ideas here. The f i r s t i s t h a t l i n e drawings 

were used ' i n d e s c r i b i n g t h i n g s upon paper.' Hogarth's obser­

v a t i o n may have been extended f a r beyond h i s examples of 

mathematicians and a r t i s t s to i n c l u d e a l l s c i e n t i f i c and 

t e c h n i c a l endeavour where there was a need to reduce o b s e r v a t i o n s 

to g e n e r a l laws or i n the i n s t a n c e of i n v e n t i o n s , to v i s u a l i z e 

something t h a t had not p r e v i o u s l y e x i s t e d . For example, 

F i g u r e 5 i s a conceptual model of the h u l l of a s h i p which 

appeared i n W i l l i a m Sutherland's S h i p - B u i l d e r ' s A s s i s t a n t of 

1755. I t i s not a p i c t u r e of an e x i s t i n g or even a proposed 

h u l l but r a t h e r an i l l u s t r a t i o n of how to l a y out a h u l l . 

S i m i l a r l y F i g u r e 6 i s a drawing by Flaxman f o r a m e d a l l i o n 

submitted to Wedgwood i n 1783. I t i s not a f i n i s h e d a r t i s t i c 

work but a d e s i g n e r s concept f o r a tradesman t o t r a n s l a t e i n t o 

p o t t e r y . H e rein l i e s Hogarth's second idea that the l i n e 

drawing must convey to the viewer the idea of the t h i n g drawn 

'as i f a c t u a l l y e x i s t i n g on the r e a l forms themselves'. Thus 

the s h i p ' s h u l l , Flaxman's design and Hogarth's mathematical 

model ignore s o l i d i t y , c o l o u r , t e x t u r e and p e r s p e c t i v e but to 

the experienced viewer they convey s u f f i c i e n t i n f o r m a t i o n to 

e x p l a i n the e s s e n t i a l concept. 

A second common theme of 18th Century thought was the 

f e r v e n t b e l i e f of e n l i g h t e n e d men b e l i e v e d that endeavour 

should be d i r e c t e d to the general betterment of s o c i e t y . In 



the case of the S h i p - B u i l d e r ' s A s s i s t a n t , W i l l i a m S u t h e r l a n d , 

as the p r e f a c e i n d i c a t e s , 'endeavoured t o l a y e v e r y t h i n g down 

i n the most p l a i n and perspicuous manner, with a d e s i r e t o 

i n s t r u c t i n g young SHIPWRIGHTS, and those Gentlemen who are 

d e s i r o u s of being acquainted with these s u r p r i s i n g F a b r i c s . . . ; 

[with the hope] 'that every improvement made i n an A r t of such 

importance to s o c i e t y , adds a f a r t h e r s e c u r i t y to the power, 

s t r e n g t h and i n t e r e s t of these kingdoms'.36 S i m i l a r l y Robert 

Adam i n d e d i c a t i n g h i s Ruins of S p a l a t r o t o King George I I I 

po i n t e d out t h a t 'your Majesty's s i n g u l a r A t t e n t i o n to the 

A r t s of Elegance promises an Age of P e r f e c t i o n ' . 3 7 The i n d u s t ­

r i a l i s t J o s i a h Wedgwood, to whom Flaxman submitted many designs 

( F i g u r e 6 f o r example), saw h i s p o s i t i o n i n s i m i l a r terras. In 

a passage repeated i n a number of h i s cat a l o g u e s , Wedgwood 

s t a t e d t h at he wanted 'to d i f f u s e a good t a s t e through the 

a r t s ' by the 'power of m u l t i p l y i n g c o p i e s of f i n e things'.38 

Wedgwood c o n s t a n t l y searched f o r designs f o r Jasperware, 

i n s p i r e d by antique cameos. He d i d not, however, merely 

reproduce a n c i e n t p i e c e s . He wrote to h i s f r i e n d Erasmus 

Darwin, 'I onl y pretend to have attempted to copy the f i n e 

antique forms, but not with a b s o l u t e s e r v i l i t y . I have endea­

voured to pr e s e r v e the s t y l e and s p i r i t , or i f you p l e a s e , the 

elegant s i m p l i c i t y of the antique forms'.39 Wedgwood's impression 

of the antique form h i s products emulated was formed i n no 

small measure by a r c h a e l o g i c a l p u b l i c a t i o n s many of which were 

i n h i s own l i b r a r y . 4 0 The candid statement r e g a r d i n g h i s 



products almost paraphrases the i n t r o d u c t i o n to the Comte de 

Caylus' R e c u e i l d ' a n t i q u i t e s egyptiennes, etrusques, et romaines 

( P a r i s 1757) the purpose of which was 'to shed l i g h t on the 

past ... to a r r i v e at the s p i r i t of the antique r a t h e r than to 

copy antique d e t a i l s ' . 4 1 In the p u b l i c a t i o n s of W i l l i a m 

Hamilton C o l l e c t i o n of Vases, i l l u s t r a t e d e n t i r e l y with l i n e 

engravings, there was a d e l i b e r a t e attempt to remove d e t a i l 

and e x t r a c t the essence of an c i e n t d e s i g n . The p r e f a c e s t a t e s 

t h a t the work was c o n f i n e d 'to the simple o u t l i n e of the 

f i g u r e s of the Vases, which i s the e s s e n t i a l , and no unnecessary 

Ornaments or c o l o r i n g . . . [ a r e ] . . . introduced'.42 R e c a l l i n g 

F i g u r e 3 as an example, a n c i e n t vase p a i n t e r s o f t e n i n c l u d e d 

'unneccessary Ornaments' or d e c o r a t i o n not a s s o c i a t e d with 

t h e i r p i c t o r i a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s of a n c i e n t s o c i e t y . In a d d i t i o n , 

the red and bl a c k f i g u r e d vases were, i n f a c t , c o l o r e d . The 

a r c h a e o l o g i c a l p u b l i c a t i o n s such as de Caylus and the Hamilton 

C o l l e c t i o n were f o r many, i n c l u d i n g Wedgwood and h i s a r t i s t s , 

the c h i e f source of knowledge of the m a t e r i a l remains of 

a n t i q u i t y . S i g n i f i c a n t l y they presented not an a c c u r a t e 

d e t a i l e d r e c o r d of the an c i e n t s o c i e t y but r a t h e r the antique 

as the l a t e 18th Century wanted t o see i t . 
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CHAPTER II 

Flaxman's contemporaries g e n e r a l l y b e l i e v e d t h a t h i s 

engravings of the I l i a d and Odyssey embodied the a r t i s t i c 

p r i n c i p l e s of 'the age when Homer wrote'. However, as has 

been suggested, Flaxman's designs bear only s u p e r f i c i a l resem­

blance to a n c i e n t works. The apparent v a r i e t y of sources f o r 

the poses of the f i g u r e s , t h e i r more ac c u r a t e anatomy, the 

more c a r e f u l l y determined use of the p i c t u r e space, the d e p i c t i o n 

of c o n s e c u t i v e events and the d e l i b e r a t e d e p i c t i o n of Homeric 

s o c i e t y as an u n c l u t t e r e d conceptual model, r e v e a l an a r t i s t 

whose experience was much wider than any a n c i e n t a r t i s t ' s 

c o u l d p o s s i b l y have been. 

Flaxman's e a r l i e s t e x h i b i t e d works met with success. 

When only 11 years of age he won a F i r s t P r i z e from the S o c i e t y 

of A r t s f o r a medal modelled i n c l a y . In 1769 he gained 

another F i r s t P r i z e f o r a model i n c l a y and i n 1770 he won the 

S o c i e t y of A r t s Gold P a l e t t e f o r a f i g u r e of G a r r i c k . 1 Flaxman's 

p r e c o s i t y at m o d e l l i n g i s , i n p a r t at l e a s t , e x p l a i n e d by the 

m i l i e u of h i s f a t h e r ' s shop and b u s i n e s s . 

John Flaxman S e n i o r 2 opened h i s London premises i n New 

S t r e e t Covent Garden i n 1755 and l a t e r moved to the Strand 

c a r r y i n g on b u s i n e s s u n t i l a f t e r the t u r n of the century as a 

c a s t maker. He was d i r e c t l y i n v o l v e d i n the r e s t o r a t i o n and 

r e p a i r of c l a s s i c a l s c u l p t u r e and gems as w e l l as the making 

of p l a s t e r c a s t r e p r o d u c t i o n s of c l a s s i c a l s c u l p t u r e and gems 

that were being imported i n l a r g e numbers to England. H i s 

c l i e n t s thus ranged from a r t i s t s such as the s c u l p t o r s L o u i s 
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F r a n c o i s R o u b i l i a c and Pe t e r Scheeraakers, to the i n d u s t r i a l ­

i s t s Matthew Boulton and J o s i a h Wedgwood. Nor was Flaxman's 

f a t h e r merely a c a s t maker. He o c c a s s i o n a l l y executed o r i g i n a l 

works, such as the f i g u r e r e p r e s e n t i n g A r c h i t e c t u r e ( F i g u r e 7) 

i n a l a t e Baroque s t y l e , somewhat a f t e r the manner of h i s most 

i l l u s t r i o u s customers R o u b i l i a c and Scheeraakers. The deeply 

cut drapery f o l d s of A r c h i t e c t u r e along with i t s t o r s i o n and 

outward gaze are a n t i t h e t i c a l to the s t y l e h i s son would 

develop and employ f o r the Homer des i g n s . 

With only the a c t i v i t i e s around h i s f a t h e r ' s shop as 

teacher the younger Flaxman was dev e l o p i n g an a r t i s t i c s t y l e 

of h i s own. 3 He drew The Death of Caesar ( F i g u r e 2) at about 

the time he e x h i b i t e d the p r i z e winning models at the Free 

S o c i e t y of A r t i s t s . I t s theme i s c l a s s i c a l l y i n s p i r e d but i t s 

s t y l e i s l e s s d i s t i n c t l y c l a s s i c a l than the l a t e r Homer i l l u s ­

t r a t i o n s , even though, as a l r e a d y noted, there i s a s i m i l a r i t y 

between the c e n t r a l f i g u r e i n The Death of Caesar and the 

mourning woman i n the T h e t i s B r i n g i n g the Armour to A c h i l l e s , 

I l i a d 31 de s i g n . In f a c t , one might almost imagine i t being 

the same f i g u r e d e p i c t e d a few seconds l a t e r when c o l l a p s e d 

i n t o deeper g r i e f . 

The Death of Caesar p r o v i d e s an i d e a of Flaxman's a r t i s t i c 

development and knowledge at the age of 13 or 14 y e a r s . He 

was q u i t e capable of r e n d e r i n g anatomy i n remarkably v a r i e d 

and v i g o r o u s poses. He knew how to c r e a t e s p a t i a l p e r s p e c t i v e 

u s i n g o v e r l a p p i n g , shading, and v a r i e d f i g u r e s i z e and d e t a i l . 
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He knew how to d i r e c t the viewers a t t e n t i o n towards the c e n t r e 

of a c t i o n by having the f i g u r e s nearer the edge of the frame 

l e s s d e t a i l e d than those nearer the c e n t r e . Although he had 

at t h a t time no a r t i s t i c i n s t r u c t i o n other than i n h i s f a t h e r ' s 

shop Flaxman had w e l l developed a r t i s t i c s e n s i b i l i t i e s . He 

a p p r e c i a t e d the p i c t o r i a l and dramatic p o t e n t i a l of the s u b j e c t 

matter and had the mechanical means of s e t t i n g a design on paper. 

In h i s f a t h e r ' s shop Flaxman met two people who were to 

exe r t a s i g n i f i c a n t i n f l u e n c e upon h i s development. The 

f i r s t , the Reverend Anthony Stephen Matthew 4 entered John 

Flaxman S e n i o r ' s shop about 1768 and, f i n d i n g young Flaxman 

attempting to read a L a t i n t e x t , promised to g i v e the l a d 

something more s u i t a b l e . H i s wife H e n r i e t t a , who read Homer 

i n t r a n s l a t i o n to Flaxman, a l s o i n t r o d u c e d him to members of her 

'blue s t o c k i n g ' l i t e r a r y group. B r i e f b i o g r a p h i c a l notes of some 

of them i n d i c a t e the i n t e l l e c t u a l h o r i z o n s that then opened to 

the young Flaxman. Anna L e t i t i a Barbauld had mastered French 

and I t a l i a n and had a knowledge of L a t i n and Greek and was 

l a t e r to operate a very s u c c e s s f u l school at Palgrave i n 

S u f f o l k . E l i z a b e t h C a r t e r spoke s i x modern languages but was 

best known as a s c h o l a r of a n c i e n t Greece with a great i n t e r e s t 

i n a n c i e n t h i s t o r y and geography. In 1739 she had p u b l i s h e d 

her own t r a n s l a t i o n from the French of M. Crousaz An Examination  

of Mr. Pope's Essay of Man. 5 Hester Chapone wrote, i n 1772, 

L e t t e r s on the Improvement of the Mind. 6 F i n a l l y , at the 

ce n t r e of a c t i v i t i e s was E l i z a b e t h Montagu who b o l d l y proclaimed, 



'I never i n v i t e i d i o t s t o my house'. 7 She d i d e n t e r t a i n Horace 

Walpole, Dr. Johnson, Edmund Burke, David G a r r i c k and S i r 

Joshua R e y n o l d s . 8 The poet W i l l i a m Cowper wrote of E l i z a b e t h 

Montagu, 'I no longer wonder that Mrs. Montagu stands at the 

head of a l l that i s c a l l e d l e a r n e d . ' 9 Out of t h i s c i r c l e came 

Flaxman's f i r s t commission - a set of s i x sketches based on 

Homer f o r Jeremiah C r u t c h l e y , M.P. 1 0 

The second person of s u s t a i n e d importance t o h i s c a r e e r 

t h a t Flaxman met i n h i s f a t h e r ' s shop was George Romney. The 

meeting took p l a c e i n 1775 soon a f t e r Romney had retu r n e d from 

a p e r i o d of study i n Rome. On at l e a s t one o c c a s i o n , Romney 

Flaxman and t h e i r mutual f r i e n d W i l l i a m Hayley, spent an 

af t e r n o o n and evening together i n 1783 l o o k i n g at the s c u l p t u r e 

i n Westminster Abbey. 1 1 S h o r t l y a f t e r Romney's death i n 1802, 

Flaxman, by then an e s t a b l i s h e d a r t i s t i n h i s own r i g h t , wrote 

to Hayley r e c a l l i n g t h a t Romney had ' f i r s t come to see my f a t h e r ' s 

c a s t s . I was a l i t t l e boy, and as he f r e q u e n t l y found me 

employed i n mo d e l l i n g , he would stand by me a long w hile 

together g i v i n g me encouragement i n a manner so o b l i g i n g and 

a f f e c t i o n a t e that he won my h e a r t , and confirmed my d e t e r ­

mination i n the p u r s u i t of s c u l p t u r e ' . 1 2 As l a t e as 1821, 

Flaxman t o l d Romney's son that h i s f a t h e r ' s e a r l i e r ' o r i g i n a l 

and s t r i k i n g c o n v e r s a t i o n ' continued to be of b e n e f i t to h i s 

s c u l p t u r a l works.13 Flaxman's words that Romney had ' f r e q u e n t l y 

found me employed i n m o d e l l i n g ' i n d i c a t e how the a s p i r i n g 

s c u l p t o r a c q u i r e d the s k i l l to produce the medal i n c l a y and 
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f i g u r e of G a r r i c k that won f o r him p r i z e s from the S o c i e t y of 

A r t s and a p l a c e f o r him i n the then one year o l d Royal Academy. 

Throughout the d u r a t i o n of Flaxman's years as student at 

the Royal Academy i n s t r u c t i o n was d i r e c t e d by Joshua Reynolds.14 

The p r i n c i p l e s he used to d i r e c t the s t u d i e s of the many 

students there (then i n c l u d i n g a number of a r t i s t s who l a t e r 

won r e c o g n i t i o n : the p a i n t e r W i l l i a m Hamilton, s c u l p t o r Thomas 

Banks, the e l d e r John Bacon, James T a s s i e and Thomas Stothard)15 

were enshrined i n the annual l e c t u r e s he addressed to the 

assembled members and students of the Royal Academy. The 

c o l l e c t e d l e c t u r e s are known as the D i s c o u r s e s on A r t . 

In h i s D i s c o u r s e s Reynolds set out a p l a n to be f o l l o w e d 

by the students and the o b j e c t i v e s to be pursued by the a r t i s t . 

To develop the r e q u i r e d s k i l l s , i n s t r u c t i o n at the Academy was 

to be given i n three stages - the rudiments of drawing, m o d e l l i n g 

and the use of c o l o u r , the examination of the works of past 

a r t i s t s , the p r o d u c t i o n of new works of a c c o r d i n g to the newly 

a c q u i r e d educated judgement.! 6 To accommodate the second 

stage the Academy became a r e p o s i t o r y of f i n e a r t i n the form 
i 

of borrowed works and, of p a r t i c u l a r r e l e v a n c e to Flaxman the 

a s p i r i n g s c u l p t o r , c a s t s of a n c i e n t s c u l p t u r e . 1 ? 

With the c r e a t i o n of the Royal Academy Reynolds e n v i s i o n e d 

a general a m e l i o r a t i o n of n a t u r a l B r i t i s h t a s t e and d e s i g n . 

I f an i n s t i t u t i o n such as the Royal Academy has 'an o r i g i n no 

highe r [than merely m e r c a n t i l e ] no t a s t e can ever be formed 

i n manufactures; but i f the high e r A r t s of Design f l o u r i s h , 
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these i n f e r i o r ends w i l l be answered of c o u r s e . ' 1 8 H i s i d e a 

was not simply t o p r o v i d e B r i t a i n ' s i n d u s t r i a l r e v o l u t i o n with 

a r t i s t i c a l l y aware and competent d e s i g n e r s . The goal he 

e n v i s i o n e d was much l o f t i e r . He d e c l a r e d , "the wish of the 

genuine p a i n t e r . . . i s to 'improve' mankind 'by the grandeur of 

h i s i d e a s ' and to s t r i v e f o r fame, 'by c a p t i v a t i n g the imagina­

t i o n ' . 1 9 Although h i m s e l f a p a i n t e r of f a s h i o n a b l e p o r t r a i t s , 

Reynolds d i r e c t e d a s p i r i n g a r t i s t s to H i s t o r y P a i n t i n g which 

he regarded the n o b l e s t of a l l forms. H i s t o r y P a i n t i n g had 

the advantage t h a t a s u b j e c t c o u l d be a 'general one' ( t h a t 

i s , of general a p p e a l ) , drawn from 'the great events of Greek 

and Roman f a b l e and h i s t o r y , which e a r l y education, and the 

usu a l course of re a d i n g , have made f a m i l i a r and i n t e r e s t i n g to 

a l l Europe'. Of s i m i l a r broad appeal were the c h i e f s u b j e c t s 

of B i b l i c a l h i s t o r y . 2 0 

The methods and i n t e n t i o n s of the p o r t r a i t p a i n t e r and 

H i s t o r y p a i n t e r n e c e s s a r i l y d i f f e r e d . Reynolds attempted to 

c r e a t e an image that d e p i c t e d the appearance and evoked a 

r e c o l l e c t i o n of h i s s i t t e r . However, no contemporary whatever 

had seen the c h a r a c t e r s immortalized by Homer. Reynolds was aware 

of the problem when he recounted the s t o r y of P h i d i a s s c u l p t i n g 

a f i g u r e of J u p i t e r . ' P h i d i a s ' , he wrote, 'when he formed h i s 

J u p i t e r , d i d not copy an o b j e c t ever presented to h i s s i g h t ; 

but contemplated o n l y that image which he conceived i n h i s 

mind from Homer's d e s c r i p t i o n . ' 2 1 An a p p l i c a t i o n of the 

p r i n c i p l e i s demonstrated by Flaxman's v e r s i o n of A c h i l l e s 
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s h i e l d i n F i g u r e 1 T h e t i s B r i n g i n g the Armour to A c h i l l e s  

I l i a d 31 which i s a c o n v i n c i n g c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n of Homer's 

d e s c r i p t i o n . 

To draw p i c t u r e s from d e s c r i p t i o n s by a n c i e n t authors 

r e q u i r e d f a m i l i a r i t y with the t e x t s and some h i s t o r i c a l p e r­

s p e c t i v e . These Royal Academy endeavored to i n s t i l l through 

i t s l i b r a r y and i t s P r o f e s s o r s of A n c i e n t L i t e r a t u r e and 

A n c i e n t H i s t o r y . During Flaxman's student p e r i o d these honorary 

p o s i t i o n s were h e l d r e s p e c t i v e l y be men of no l e s s a s t a t u r e 

than Samuel Johnson (1770-1784) and O l i v e r Goldsmith (1770-

1 7 7 4 ) . 2 2 C o n s i d e r i n g Flaxman's l a c k of formal education, the 

f a c t t h a t Mrs. Matthew had read Homer to him must a l s o have 

been of great v a l u e . 

By i n c l u d i n g a n c i e n t l i t e r a t u r e and h i s t o r y i n the Royal 

Academy's course of s t u d i e s Reynolds assured t h a t h i s students 

had the means to a v o i d 'that r i d i c u l o u s s t y l e which has been 

p r a c t i s e d by some p a i n t e r s , who have given to G r e c i a n Heroes 

the a i r s and graces p r a c t i s e d i n the c o u r t of Lewis ( s i c ) the 

Fourteenth; an a b s u r d i t y almost as great as i t would have been 

to have dressed them a f t e r the f a s h i o n of that c o u r t . ' 2 3 

These anachronisms appeared i n c r e a s i n g l y absurd as a n c i e n t 

a r t i f a c t s became more common i n c o l l e c t i o n s and were i l l u s t r a t e d 

i n a r c h a e o l o g i c a l p u b l i c a t i o n s . Yet, Reynolds was not simply 

seeking a r c h a e o l o g i c a l d e t a i l but r a t h e r a r e f l e c t i o n of 

c u r r e n t c o nceptions of the a n c i e n t world. 'We must have 

recourse to the A n c i e n t s as i n s t r u c t o r s , ' he wrote, 'to a t t a i n 
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to the r e a l s i m p l i c i t y of nature [as] they had probably l i t t l e 

or nothing to u n l e a r n , as t h e i r manners were n e a r l y approaching 

t h i s d e s i r e a b l e ( s i c ) s i m p l i c i t y ; w h ile the modern a r t i s t , b e f o r e 

he can see the t r u t h of t h i n g s , i s o b l i g e d to remove the v e i l , 

with which the f a s h i o n of the times has thought proper to 

cover h e r . ' 2 4 I t would seem that Reynolds not only thought 

the s i m p l i c i t y of the a n c i e n t world to have been a r e a l i t y , 

but that i t was a l s o a d e s i r a b l e a e s t h e t i c i d e a l . 'Truth of 

t h i n g s ' , the u n i v e r s a l l y v a l i d c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of human beings 

and human s o c i e t y , was d i v o r c e d from f a s h i o n . When d e p i c t i n g 

human s o c i e t y the a r t i s t should 'get above a l l s i n g u l a r forms, 

l o c a l customs, p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s and d e t a i l s of every kind.'25 

To d e p i c t the u n i v e r s a l l y v a l i d 'the h i s t o r i c a l p a i n t e r never 

e n t e r s i n t o the d e t a i l s of c o l o u r s , so n e i t h e r does he debase 

h i s conceptions with minute a t t e n t i o n to the d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s 

of Drapery. With him c l o a t h i n g ( s i c ) i s n e i t h e r woolen, nor 

l i n e n , nor s i l k , s a t t i n ( s i c ) , or v e l v e t : i t i s drapery; i t i s 

nothing more.'26 

Always an exponent of l e a r n i n g from the best a r t i s t s , 

Reynolds suggested that 'The more e x t e n s i v e . . . your acquaintance 

i s with the works of these who have e x c e l l e d , the more e x t e n s i v e 

w i l l be your powers of invention.'27 i n h i s D i s c o u r s e s he 

p r a i s e d the c o n s i s t e n c y of the s t y l e s of Rubens and P o u s s i n , 

f o r example, by n o t i n g that both "always preserved a p e r f e c t 

correspondence between a l l the p a r t s of t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e 

manners..."28 As a form of e x e r c i s e he recommended h i s students 
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to " c o n s i d e r with y o u r s e l f how a Michael Angelo or a R a f f a e l l e 

would have t r e a t e d (your) s u b j e c t : and work y o u r s e l f i n t o a 

b e l i e f t h a t your p i c t u r e i s to be seen and c r i t i c i s e d by them 

when completed." 2^ 

In developing t h e i r mechanical s k i l l s and s t u d y i n g the 

accomplishment of worthy a r t i s t s , the student a l s o c r e a t e d 

t h e i r own works. Reynolds o f f e r e d d i r e c t i o n i n t h i s regard 

too. He wrote t h a t 'the p a i n t e r ... i s to e x h i b i t d i s t i n c t l y , 

and with p r e c i s i o n , the general forms of t h i n g s . A f i r m and 

determined o u t l i n e i s one of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the gre a t 

s t y l e i n p a i n t i n g . . . 3 0 Instead of copying the touches ( i . e . the 

brush s t r o k e s , e t c . ) of [the] great masters, copy only t h e i r 

c o n c e p t i o n s . ' 3 1 In h i s D i s c o u r s e s he r e p e a t e d l y pursued the 

theme of e x t r a c t i n g and i l l u s t r a t i n g from a s i t u a t i o n with 

a r t i s t i c p o t e n t i a l only the s i n g l e dominant i d e a . R e f e r r i n g 

to P l i n y ' s account of Euphranor's Statue of P a r i s with i t s , to 

him, confused theme, Reynolds wrote: 'A s t a t u e i n which you 

endeavor to u n i t e s t a t e l y d i g n i t y , , y o u t h f u l elegance, and 

s t e r n v a l o u r , must s u r e l y possess none of these to any eminent 

d e g r e e 3 2 ... the ex p r e s s i o n of a mixed p a s s i o n ... appears t o 

me out of the reach of our a r t . ' 3 3 D e t a i l s added to e m b e l l i s h 

a theme or make i t more s a t i s f y i n g by v i r t u e of i t s i n c r e a s e d 

complexity only 'serve to d i v i d e the a t t e n t i o n of the s p e c t a ­

t o r . ' 3 4 In the end, a p a i n t i n g should appeal 'not to the eye 

but to the mind' and so doing ' e n t i t l e s i t to the name of a 

L i b e r a l A r t , and ranks i t as a s i s t e r of p o e t r y . ' 3 5 
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Upon h i s g r a d u a t i o n from the Royal Academy of 1775 Flaxman 

attempted to set up a p r a c t i c e as a s c u l p t o r i n London. Com­

mis s i o n s were modest i n number and s i z e : monuments to Ann 

R u s s e l l and her son Henry who d i e d , i n 1780-81, i n A l l S a i n t s 

at Lydd i n Kent (with angels perhaps i n s p i r e d by a p l a t e from 

S t u a r t and Revett A n t i q u i t i e s of Athens, 1762 ( F i g u r e s 8a and 

b r e s p e c t i v e l y ) ) ; i n memory of Barbara B o u r c h i e r , who d i e d i n 

1784, ( i n S t . Mary, Newent, G l o u c e s t e r s h i r e ( F i g u r e 9 ) ) ; f o r 

Mrs. Sarah Morley, who a l s o d i e d i n 1784, ( G l o u c e s t e r C a t h e d r a l 

( F i g u r e 10)), and f o r the Reverend Thomas and Mrs. B a l l (1784-86 

i n C h i c h e s t e r C a t h e d r a l ( F i g u r e 11)). Thus to support h i m s e l f 

Flaxman was f o r c e d to r e l y upon h i s e s t a b l i s h e d r e l a t i o n s h i p 

with the J o s i a h Wedgwood p o t t e r y f i r m . 

Wedgwood q u i c k l y a p p r e c i a t e d Flaxman's a b i l i t i e s . The 

i n d u s t r i a l i s t wrote to h i s p a r t n e r Thomas Ben t l e y i n e a r l y 

1775, soon a f t e r the young a r t i s t s t a r t e d s u b m i t t i n g designs, 

p r a i s i n g Flaxman as "valuable".36 The m a j o r i t y of Flaxman's 

Wedgwood designs were f o r the most famous of Wedgwood's products 

- jasperware. I t was (and remains) a p o t t e r y ware made i n 

i m i t a t i o n of the stone j a s p e r , cut s i n c e c l a s s i c a l times to 

produce cameos and p a r t i a l m e d a l l i o n s . In the cameos and 

jasperware the f i g u r e s appear c o n t r a s t e d i n c o l o u r to the 

ground. The s u b j e c t s were of great v a r i e t y i n c l u d i n g " i l l u s t r i o u s 

moderns" ( n o t a b l e people) such as the a c t r e s s Mrs Siddons 

( F i g u r e 12) as w e l l as a chess s e t f o r which Flaxman was the 

p r i n c i p a l d e s i g n e r ( F i g u r e 13). 
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Wedgwood had more than one concern i n the p r o d u c t i o n of 

jasperware. Of utmost importance, the designs submitted t o 

him had to be capable of ex e c u t i o n i n jasperware. In the 

process he developed, a model was normally made of wax a p p l i e d 

to a s u p p o r t i n g plaque from which a p l a s t e r of p a r i s mould was 

made. That mould was f i l l e d with c l a y to form a f i g u r e which, 

when dry, was f i r e d . T h i s f i r i n g caused a one seventh r e d u c t i o n 

i n the s i z e of the c l a y f i g u r e . By r e p e a t i n g the process, a 

design, executed as a wax model the diameter of a dinn e r 

p l a t e , c o u l d be used f o r jasperware products ranging from 

s i x - s e v e n t h s the s i z e of the o r i g i n a l to items as smal l as 

buttons. The mould c o u l d at any stage be used to form the 

f i g u r e s which were a p p l i e d , l e a t h e r hard, to a c o l o u r e d body 

of an a r t i c l e such as a d i s h or vase. When the body and 

a p p l i e d d e c o r a t i o n were f i r e d they were permanently bonded. 

The a r t i s t ' s a p p r e c i a t i o n of the t e c h n i c a l problems 

addressed by the tradesmen who a c t u a l l y transformed the models 

i n t o jasperware was (and s t i l l i s ) fundamental. F i g u r e s made 

from wax models needed to be t h i c k enough f o r ease of h a n d l i n g 

d u r i n g the a p p l i c a t i o n to the body and yet t h i n enough to l e t 

the c o l o u r of the body enhance the modelled e f f e c t s . To 

produce s u c c e s s f u l jasperware p i e c e s , standards c o u l d not be 

r e l a x e d . Even a f t e r s u b m i t t i n g many designs t o Wedgwood, 

Flaxman produced models f o r jasperware which the p o t t e r found 

unuseable. Wedgwood wrote to Ben t l e y : "Mr. Flaxman's model i s 

too f l a t i n s e v e r a l p a r t s ... In some t h i n g s the blue shade 
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which our ground i s so apt to c a s t through the t h i n p a r t s of 

the white may be of advantage to the s u b j e c t ... But when the 

naked p a r t of the F i g u r e i s penetrated with the c o l o u r of the 

ground, i t i s g e n e r a l l y i n j u r i o u s . See the poor Queen's nose 

and many other Cameos."37 

A l s o of concern to Wedgwood, the jasperware needed t o be 

of a c o n s i s t e n t and d i s t i n c t i v e form even when a v a r i e t y of 

a r t i s t s and sources of i n s p i r a t i o n were used. He pro v i d e d 

books of engravings of a r c h a e o l o g i c a l m a t e r i a l s to h i s many 

a r t i s t s as he s t a t e d i n a l e t t e r to Ben t l e y concerning jasperware 

p i e c e s . 'I apprehend we s h a l l model them much cheaper than 

Flaxman and perhaps as w e l l i n other r e s p e c t s , p r o v i d e d we 

have F i n e P r i n t s or impressions from Gems to model from, but I 

wish you would g i v e Flaxman a head or two to model as i t may 

e x c i t e our modelers' [at E t r u r l a ] emulation and acquaint us with 

the p r i c e s f o r which those t h i n g s may be done i n Lon d o n . ' 3 8 

T h i s l a s t comment r e v e a l s Wedgwood's t h i r d and o v e r r i d i n g 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n , the need to make a p r o f i t . Hence h i s products 

must be s a l e a b l e . Wedgwood wrote, t h i s time to Flaxman, of a 

design d e p i c t i n g the Judgement of P a r i s t h a t " i t i s a b s o l u t e l y 

necessary" t o drape nude f i g u r e s , f o r though "so general i n 

the works of the a n c i e n t s , none e i t h e r male or female of the 

present g e n e r a t i o n w i l l take or apply them as f u r n i t u r e i f the 

f i g u r e s are n a k e d . " 3 9 

Wedgwood d i d indeed seek to e s t a b l i s h the c r e d i b i l i t y of 

h i s products with p o t e n t i a l customers. In h i s a d v e r t i s i n g 
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c a t a l o g u e s he proclaimed that h i s "Painted E t r u s c a n Vases" 

were "copied from the antique with the utmost exactness: as 

they are to be found i n Dempster, G o r i , Caylus, P a s s e r i , but 

more e s p e c i a l l y i n the most c h o i c e and comprehensive c o l l e c t i o n 

of S i r W i l l i a m H a m i l t o n " . 4 0 The works to which he was r e f e r r i n g 

(Thomas Dempster's De E t r u r i a R e g a l i (1723-1726), Antonio 

Francesco G o r i ' s Museum Etruscum (1737-1743), the comte de 

Cay l u s ' s R e c u e i l d ' A n t i q u i t e s Egyptiennes, Etrusques et Romaines 

(1752-1770), and P a s s e r i ' s La P e i n t u r e a 1'Encaustique (1775) 

were p a r t of the expanding corpus of p u b l i c a t i o n s of a n t i q u a r i a n 

i n t e r e s t being purchased by e d u c a t i o n a l i n s t i t u t i o n s such as 

the Royal Academy and by gentlemen who had been on the Grand 

Tour. Wedgwood had purchased them i n order that h i s a r t i s t s 

might d e r i v e i n s p i r a t i o n f o r works t h a t would then seem somewhat 

f a m i l i a r to h i s customers. The f a c t o r y l i b r a r y a l s o c o n t a i n e d 

d ' H a n c a r v i l l e ' s Cabinet of the Hon. W i l l i a m Hamilton (1766-1767) 

a p l a t e from which ( F i g u r e 14) pr o v i d e d the i n s p i r a t i o n f o r 

one of Flaxman's most popular Jasperware designs The Crowning  

of a K i t h a r i s t ( F i g u r e 15). 

De s p i t e h i s f a m i l i a r i t y with the p r o d u c t i o n process 

Flaxman d i d not work at the p o t t e r y u n l i k e most of Wedgwood's 

a r t i s t s and m o d e l l e r s . He chose t o remain i n London where he 

coul d m a intain h i s Royal Academy a s s o c i a t i o n s and b u i l d a 

p r a c t i c e as a s c u l p t o r . Although the jasperware designs 

represented the bulk of h i s work at the time, Wedgwood's 

cat a l o g u e s d i d not name the a r t i s t s who pro v i d e d designs and 



as a r e s u l t Flaxman c o u l d a c q u i r e n e i t h e r a r e p u t a t i o n nor 

important commissions. In a d d i t i o n , d e s p i t e the wide d i s t r i b u t i o n 

of h i s designs as jasperware, the commissions he r e c e i v e d from 

Wedgwood pro v i d e d i n s u f f i c i e n t income f o r Flaxman to accumulate 

the r e s o u r c e s to t r a v e l and study at f i r s t hand the a n t i q u i t i e s 

t h a t so o f t e n served as h i s i n s p i r a t i o n . 

The value of d i r e c t l y examining the remains of the a n c i e n t 

world must have been foremost i n Flaxman's mind. As e a r l y as 

1771 a Mr. Freeman r e p o r t e d to Wedgwood that he had suggested 

to John Flaxman Sr. that he send h i s son to Rome to develop 

h i s t a l e n t s but Flaxman S e n i o r ' s b u s i n e s s was never a b l e to 

support such an expense.41 At about the same time, i n Flaxman's 

second year at Royal Academy, the coveted Gold Medal and i t s 

attendant t r a v e l l i n g p r i z e was awarded to Thomas E n g l e h a r t . 

A c c o r d i n g to Constable, Reynolds had 'used h i s i n f l u e n c e 

a g a i n s t F laxman.' 4 2 Reynolds may have found Flaxman annoyingly 

p r e c o c i o u s . The young a r t i s t ' s manner had been noted by 

Wedgwood i n u n f l a t t e r i n g terms. In a l e t t e r to p a r t n e r B e n t l e y 

i n 1775 he commented that i t was 'but a few years s i n c e [Flaxman] 

was a most supreme Coxcomb.' 4 3 In f a c t , Reynolds was never r e a l l y 

sympathetic towards s c u l p t o r s . Indeed, he r e s e r v e d h i s most 

s p e c i f i c s u ggestions f o r s c u l p t o r s u n t i l h i s tenth D i s c o u r s e , 

d e l i v e r e d 5 years a f t e r Flaxman had l e f t the Academy and then 

h i s comments were b r i e f . In the h i g h e s t or 'grand s t y l e ' of 

s c u l p t u r e the ornamental was r u l e d out, modern dress must 

never be used, a r c h i t e c t u r a l backgrounds i n p e r s p e c t i v e were 
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to be avoided, and there were to be no p i c t u r e s q u e c o n t r a s t s 

but r a t h e r a symmetrical b a l a n c i n g of p a r t s . 4 4 He might w e l l 

have been d e s c r i b i n g a two dimensional image r a t h e r than a 

t h r e e dimensional s c u l p t u r e . 

Reynolds remained unsympathetic to Flaxman's cause. When 

Flaxman attempted to o b t a i n funds to go to Rome i n 1784 he 

approached Reynolds with the i d e a that he, the eager young 

s c u l p t o r , with experience gained i n h i s f a t h e r ' s c a s t shop and 

t r a i n e d at the Royal Academy s c h o o l s which Reynolds s t i l l headed, 

c o u l d become a Rome-based s u p p l i e r of c a s t s to the Academy. 

Reynolds d e c l i n e d the o f f e r . 4 5 

Undaunted, Flaxman and h i s wife Nancy e v e n t u a l l y l e f t f o r 

Rome i n the autumn of 1787 hoping to stay two y e a r s . They 

were a s s i s t e d by Romney who accepted Flaxman's o f f e r of c a s t s 

sent from Rome i n exchange f o r money p a i d before they l e f t , 4 6 

by Nancy's p a r e n t s 4 7 and by Wedgwood who p a i d to have t h e i r 

heavy luggage sent on to Rome. 4 8 The Flaxman's cro s s e d to 

Dieppe, t r a v e l l e d through France and i n l a t e 1787 a r r i v e d i n Rome. 

During t h e i r journey Flaxman recorded i n j o u r n a l s and 

l e t t e r s h i s impressions of those t h i n g s he saw and b e l i e v e d he 

might l a t e r f i n d u s e f u l . H i s notes suggest that although much 

of what he was seeing was new to him, h i s r e a c t i o n s were 

u l t i m a t e l y based on a few f i r m p r i n c i p l e s . At V e r s a i l l e s , as 

he wrote i n a l e t t e r t o h i s parents, he c o n s i d e r e d that the 

t h e a t r e was 'wonderfully r i c h ' 4 ^ w h i le i n h i s own j o u r n a l he 

d e s c r i b e d i t as ' b a r b a r o u s . ' 5 0 Ornamentation might be p r e t t y 
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to look at but be c o u l d not f o r e s e e i t s being s u i t a b l e f o r h i s 

own work. In I t a l y he found the Baroque p a l a c e s i n T u r i n 

t a i n t e d with the 'bad t a s t e of a r c h i t e c t u r e which succeeded 

the age of Mich e l a n g e l o ' , t h e i r carved facades and i n t e r i o r s 

being 'as r i c h i n g o l d , s i l v e r and f i n e marble as they were 

poor i n t a s t e . ' 5 1 In s t r i k i n g c o n t r a s t were h i s r e a c t i o n s t o 

the Venus de M e d i c i and the Niobe he admired i n F l o r e n c e . 

Where the t h e a t r e i n V e r s a i l l e s was 'barbarous' these s c u l p t u r e s 

were done with 'wonderful a t t e n t i o n to nature without exaggera­

t i o n , there [was] no a f f e c t a t i o n of s t y l e , b e a u t i f u l nature 

was chosen by the A r t i s t and copied with so much s p i r i t , 

judgment...' Where the Baroque p a l a c e s were ' r i c h i n gold 

s i l v e r and f i n e marble' and thus 'poor i n t a s t e ' the c l a s s i c a l 

works showed ' t r u t h of anatomy and o u t l i n e with a d e l i c a c y of 

ex e c u t i o n that when seen i n proper l i g h t the naked p a r t s seem 

capable of motion, the d r a p e r i e s are of f i n e c l o t h s , l i g h t , 

b e a u t i f u l l y disposed to c o n t r a s t the limbs and shew them, as 

w e l l as to add d i g n i t y to the f i g u r e s . ' 5 2 

Flaxman a l s o sketched e x t e n s i v e l y . Of p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t 

here i s the v a r i e t y of the type and s t y l e of m o t i f s he s e l e c t e d . 

F i g u r e 16 i s a study from l i f e rendered i n a manner s u g g e s t i v e 

of the Homer designs with i t s pure o u t l i n e and p a r a l l e l h a t c h i n g 

i n the background. F i g u r e 17 i s Flaxman's sketch of a d e t a i l 

of S i g n o r e l l i ' s B a t t l e of the Nudes ( F i g u r e 18) i n the Duomo 

i n O r v i e t o . 5 3 The r e d u c t i o n of the o r i g i n a l to o u t l i n e with 

only s l i g h t shading and the e l i m i n a t i o n of the background has 
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given that sketch a two dimensional aspect that i s not s t r e s s e d 

i n S i g n o r e l l i ' s v e r s i o n . Flaxman has a l s o a l t e r e d and c o r r e c t e d 

the anatomy of the f i g u r e s . In a t h i r d s ketch, t h i s of an 

antique r e l i e f i n the V a t i c a n d e p i c t i n g the B a t t l e of the  

Amazons, ( F i g u r e 19), Flaxman has again reduced the f i g u r e s to 

s l i g h t o u t l i n e p e n c i l l i n e s . These sketches from v a r i e d 

sources, with f i g u r e s i n v a r i e d poses but with l i t t l e d e t a i l , 

are r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of Flaxman's attempts to accumulate images 

that c o u l d be reasembled i n new compositions. 

On h i s p e r e g r i n a t i o n s about I t a l y , Flaxman came i n t o c o n t a c t 

with a s e v e r a l members of the a r t i s t i c community. In a l e t t e r 

to h i s parents from 1790 he commented, 'I have been t r e a t e d 

with p a r t i c u l a r a t t e n t i o n by most of the a r t i s t s of the f i r s t 

eminence, both Englishmen and f o r e i g n e r s ' . 5 4 A number became 

such good f r i e n d s t h a t they c o n t r i b u t e d sketches to one of 

Flaxman's s k e t c h b o o k s . 5 5 Among them were C h a r l e s P e r c i e r who 

Flaxman d e s c r i b e d as 'a French a r c h i t e c t of the f i r s t t a l e n t ' . 5 6 

The French landscape p a i n t e r Ducros c o n t r i b u t e d a w a t e r colour. 

The Flaxman's c i r c l e of f r i e n d s a l s o i n c l u d e d the I r i s h por­

t r a i t - p a i n t e r Hugh Douglas H a m i l t o n , 5 7 the E n g l i s h H i s t o r y 

P a i n t e r Guy Head, and the I t a l i a n s c u l p t o r Antonio Canova. 

And he wrote a l e t t e r of i n t r o d u c t i o n f o r James P l a y f a i r , 5 8 

the E n g l i s h a r c h i t e c t , to S i r W i l l i a m Hamilton, the B r i t i s h 

Ambassador to the Court at Naples, with whom Flaxman had been 

acquainted f o r some time. In 1790 Flaxman corresponded with 

Hamilton, as k i n g him f o r 'some few p a r t i c u l a r s of the Greek 
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s t o r i e s represented on these b e a u t i f u l Etrusean vases which 

you have added to your c o l l e c t i o n s i n c e I was l a s t at Naples 

and which I have so great a l o n g i n g to s e e . ' 5 9 H i s most 

important s c u l p t u r a l commission was the Fury of Athamas ( F i g u r e 

20) which came on the recommendation of h i s f r i e n d Antonio 

Canova, and l e d to the commissions f o r the Homeric d e s i g n s . 

The p r e c i s e h i s t o r y of the Homeric commissions was recounted 

by Flaxman i n 1824 to h i s f r i e n d the a r c h i t e c t C h a r l e s Robert 

C o c k e r e l l who recorded t h e i r c o n v e r s a t i o n i n h i s d i a r y : 

Flaxman had r e c e i v e d L600 f o r the composition of 
Athamas i n 1790 but the marble, time and expenses 
( s i c ) had c o s t so much that t h i s work "had beggared 
him" ( h i s own phrase) [;] he was glad being thus 
named to accept the p r o p o s i t i o n to execute the 
designs of Homer f o r Mr. [Hare-]Naylor. Flaxman 
composed the Dante at Mr. Hope's i n v i t a t i o n . 6 0 

Indeed The Fury of Athamas had not been a f i n a n c i a l success 

but Flaxman had an u l t e r i o r motive. He wrote to Romney i n 

A p r i l of 1790 e x p r e s s i n g the hope that the work 'might e s t a b l i s h 

my r e p u t a t i o n as a s c u l p t o r ' . 6 ! In a l e t t e r , w r i t t e n to h i s 

parents i n October of the same year, he was even more s p e c i f i c : 

' i f I ever expect to be employed on great works, i t i s but 

reasonable that I should show the world some proof of ray 

a b i l i t i e s , otherwise I cannot reasonably expect employment of 

that k i n d , ' 6 2 . 

In f a c t , i t was on Flaxman's i n s i s t e n c e t h a t the commission 

had grown from what Lord B r i s t o l wanted - a f i v e f o o t by e i g h t 

or nine f o o t b a s - r e l i e f based on an e x i s t i n g t e r r a c o t t a - to 

the f r e e s t a n d i n g f o u r f i g u r e group over seven f e e t t a l l 
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Flaxman f i n a l l y d e l i v e r e d . As he worked on the Athamas i t 

became obvious that h i s other a r t i s t i c a c t i v i t i e s c o u l d not 

support the c o s t s of p r o d u c t i o n . He was f o r c e d t o ask f o r 

more money but only L100 i n a d d i t i o n to the o r i g i n a l l y agreed 

upon L500 was forthcoming. By comparison, f o r the r a t h e r more 

s u c c e s s f u l Lord M a n s f i e l d monument of 1794 ( F i g u r e 21). 

Flaxman's s c u l p t o r ' s f ee alone was L 2 0 0 0 . 6 3 Flaxman was 

c e r t a i n l y aware of the importance of c o s t s . The concept f o r a 

monument f o r the poet W i l l i a m C o l l i n s ( F i g u r e 22) was abandoned 

f o r the l e s s expensive one Flaxman d e l i v e r e d ( F i g u r e 2 3 ) . 6 4 

Lord B r i s t o l had a r e p u t a t i o n f o r being " e c c e n t r i c and 

mean" 8 5 and had t r e a t e d other a r t i s t s r a t h e r s h a b b i l y . For 

example, i n 1778 the a r c h i t e c t John Soane a r r i v e d i n Rome to 

begin a p e r i o d of study only to leave prematurely i n the 

f o l l o w i n g year l u r e d away by Lord B r i s t o l ' s promise of the 

commission f o r h i s new mansion at Ickworth. When Soane ret u r n e d 

Lord B r i s t o l f a i l e d to honour h i s p r o m i s e . 6 6 Soane was never 

to resume h i s I t a l i a n s t u d i e s . In Flaxman's case, i t would 

seem that Lord B r i s t o l was t a k i n g advantage of the s c u l p t o r ' s 

d e s i r e to e s t a b l i s h h i m s e l f to guarantee the completion of the 

p r o j e c t . 

For a l l h i s i n d i f f e r e n c e to Flaxman's f i n a n c i a l p l i g h t , 

Lord B r i s t o l d i d not h e s i t a t e t o p r a i s e the man or h i s work. 

A f t e r a l l , no l e s s a f i g u r e than Antonio Canova had suggested 

t h a t Flaxman was capable of d e l i v e r i n g e x c e l l e n t w ork. 6 7 

Furthermore, Lord B r i s t o l mentioned i n a l e t t e r to Lady Erne 

37 



that he had sent a message to Flaxman's f a t h e r s a y i n g that the 

young man would ' r i s e t o be the f i r s t s c u l p t o r i n E u r o p e ' . 6 8 

He hoped he was g e t t i n g Flaxman's g r e a t e s t work j u s t b e f o r e 

the s c u l p t o r ' s name became a household word. To have purchased 

such a major work, the product of three years work, f o r only 

600 guineas would have demonstrated Lord B r i s t o l ' s b u s i n e s s 

acumen as w e l l as h i s r e f i n e d t a s t e s . Indeed, he p e r s o n i f i e d 

Reynolds' o b s e r v a t i o n that 'there i s a general d e s i r e among 

our N o b i l i t y to be d i s t i n g u i s h e d as l o v e r s and judges of the 

A r t s ' , 6 9 

As i t t r a n s p i r e d The Fury of Athamas was an a r t i s t i c 

f a i l u r e , i n no s m a l l p a r t because i t i s r e a l l y only compre­

h e n s i b l e when viewed from the one s i d e shown i n F i g u r e 20. 

But even then i t s dramatic impact i s subdued and the f a c e s of 

the f i g u r e s p a s s i o n l e s s . The p a r t i c i p a n t s seem c u r i o u s l y 

d i v o r c e d from the a c t i o n . One might imagine that as Flaxman 

t o i l e d on, without compensation, h i s enthusiasm was s i m i l a r l y 

d i v o r c e d from the work. 

Flaxman's r e l a t i o n s h i p with the Hare-Naylors, who com­

missioned the Homer designs, c o u l d not have been more d i f f e r e n t . 

They were not simply f e l l o w v i s i t o r s to I t a l y but p e r s o n a l 

f r i e n d s . Mrs. Hare-Naylor embroidered a c a r p e t f o r the F l a x m a n s 7 0 

and Flaxman's s i s t e r was the governess of the Hare-Naylor's 

f o u r sons.71 The Hare-Naylor's f i n a n c i a l s i t u a t i o n d i d not 

permit them to g i v e Flaxman an o u t r i g h t g i f t without at l e a s t 

the hope of a r e t u r n and had they o f f e r e d him a loan Flaxman 
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probably would have r e f u s e d . He had been very r e l u c t a n t to 

accept money from Romney to a s s i s t with expenses f o r h i s t r i p 

to Rome and only agreed to accept money i n exchange f o r c a s t s . 7 2 

Flaxman had a l r e a d y demonstrated h i s t a l e n t s as a draughts­

man. As e a r l y as 1788 he had r e l a t e d t h at 'my drawings have 

s u r p r i s e d some of the best E n g l i s h a r t i s t s here ( i n Rome), who 

thought they were copied from the s t o r i e s on Greek v a s e s ' . 7 3 

Apparently even at t h i s time he was able to take s u b j e c t s from 

l i f e , a r t works a n c i e n t and modern, and e x p r e s s l y from Greek 

vases and produce from them o r i g i n a l drawings r e m i n i s c e n t of 

the l i n e drawings on a n c i e n t vases. F u r t h e r , h i s words 'copied 

from the s t o r i e s on Greek vases' suggest t h a t h i s drawings 

were being a s s o c i a t e d with passages from a n c i e n t l i t e r a t u r e . 

The t e x t s Mr. Hare-Naylor proposed t h a t Flaxman should 

i l l u s t r a t e , the I l i a d and Odyssey, a l s o o f f e r e d a promise of 

success s i n c e the e p i c n a r r a t i v e s had i n s p i r e d a number of 

s i g n i f i c a n t works i n the second h a l f of the 18th Century. In 

the course of i n v e s t i g a t i n g over 300 works based on s u b j e c t s 

from the I l i a d , Dora Wiebenson found that w h ile over 200 date 

from the p e r i o d 1750 to 1825 fewer than 40 are from the preceeding 

three c e n t u r i e s . 7 4 She i d e n t i f i e d two f a c t o r s t hat c o n t r i b u t e d 

to the sudden i n c r e a s e i n p o p u l a r i t y . 

The f i r s t f a c t o r i s a change i n a t t i t u d e of l i t e r a r y 

c r i t i c s toward the Homeric e p i c s . Before 1750, they censured 

"Homer's common language, long d i g r e s s i o n s which l e f t h i s 

poems with l i t t l e formal s t r u c t u r e , h i s r e a l i s t i c and v u l g a r 

39 



d e s c r i p t i o n s , o r d i n a r y , u n i d e a l a c t i o n s and unheroic heroes, 

and the l a c k of a l l e g o r i c a l s t r u c t u r e of the poems". 7 5 The 

v i g o u r of h i s n a r r a t i v e was ignored by l i t e r a r y c r i t i c and 

a r t i s t a l i k e such t h a t , on the r a r e o c c a s i o n s when Homeric 

s u b j e c t s were d e p i c t e d , emphasis was p l a c e d on d i d a c t i c purpose 

r a t h e r than a c c u r a t e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the t e x t . The most 

notable s e r i e s of the e a r l i e r p e r i o d , e i g h t t a p e s t r y designs 

by Rubens ( c . 1630), focused on a d e p i c t i o n of the l i f e of 

A c h i l l e s not on a r e c o u n t i n g of the events of the T r o j a n War. 

Included are a Wrath of A c h i l l e s ( c f . Flaxman's Minerva Repressing  

the Fury of A c h i l l e s ( I l i a d 2, F i g u r e 37)) and the e a r l i e s t 

known Return of B r i s e i s (not i l l u s t r a t e d by Flaxman). The 

p a i n t e r has used Homer's w e l l known c h a r a c t e r s to present 

v i s u a l metaphors of two themes — the i n f l u e n c e of the gods 

upon men and the dominance of l o v e . 7 6 In the f i r s t h a l f of 

the 18th century d i d a c t i c purpose was subordinated to s p e c t a c u l a r 

v i s u a l image. In h i s v e r s i o n of the Wrath of A c h i l l e s (one of 

t h r e e designs f o r G o b e l i n s t a p e s t r i e s 7 7 (1721-1725)) Antoine 

Coypel separates mortals and goddess by p l a c i n g Minerva i n a c l o u d 

o n l y v i s i b l e to A c h i l l e s ; yet, c o n s i s t a n t with works of the 

p e r i o d , the c e n t r a l f i g u r e s i n the a c t i o n are l o c a t e d i n an 

expansive landscape completed with f o l i a g e , s h i p s i n a harbour 

and a f u l l y d e s c r i b e d m i l i t a r y encampment populated by many 

c o l o r f u l l y costumed f i g u r e s . 

The second f a c t o r i n the i n c r e a s e d p o p u l a r i t y of Homeric 

s u b j e c t s was the p u b l i c a t i o n of Tableaux tir£s de I ' I l i a d , de 
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I'0dyss6e d'Homere et de l ' E n e i d e de V i r g l l e , avec des observa­ 

t i o n s g£nerales sur l e costume i n 1757. I t s author, the Comte 

de Caylus, c o n s i d e r e d at l e n g t h how and which scenes might be 

used to s u c c e s s f u l l y i l l u s t r a t e the e p i c s . T h i s a n a l y t i c a l 

work suggested, f o r example, that as B r i s e i s departure was a 

consequence of the same event t h a t p r e c i p i t a t e d A c h i l l e s ' 

wrath the two images should l o g i c a l l y appear t o g e t h e r . In 

a d d i t i o n , by p a i r i n g them, both the p u b l i c o f f i c i a l and the 

p r i v a t e domestic s i d e s of the hero's c h a r a c t e r c o u l d be exposed. 

Before de Caylus' Tableaux the s u b j e c t s had been a s s o c i a t e d 

o n l y once but a f t e r 1757 they were rendered together o f t e n . 

Among the a r t i s t s who d i d so were: G i a m b a t t i s t a T i e p o l o f o r 

h i s Valmarana s e r i e s p a i n t e d i n 1757 only a few months a f t e r the 

p u b l i c a t i o n of the Tableaux,78 Tobias S e r g e i i n the 1760's, 7 9 

J.H. T i s c h b e i n i n the 1770's,80 Joseph-Marie V i e n , de Caylus' 

prot£g6, i n the 1780*s, 8 1 and Flaxman i n the 1790's. While 

each c o n t a i n s d e t a i l s i n s p i r e d by de C a y l u s , 8 2 Flaxman's 

( I l i a d 2 and 3, F i g u r e s 37 and 35 r e s p e c t i v e l y ) are set a p a r t 

from a l l p r e v i o u s treatments as he r e v e a l e d A c h i l l e s c h a r a c t e r 

u s i n g fewer f i g u r e s i n simple f r i e z e - l i k e compositions with 

v i r t u a l l y no s e t t i n g . , 

Wiebenson a l s o r e c a l l s de Caylus' a c t i v i t i e s i n a movement 

"which s t r e s s e d a r e t u r n to the c l a s s i c a l i d e a l s of 17th 

century French a r t , n o t a b l y to the a r t of Poussin."83 i t was 

from engravings of t h i s a r t i s t ' s works that Gavin Hamilton 

d e r i v e d the compositions f o r at l e a s t three of h i s works — 
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Hector's F a r e w e l l , Priam and A c h i l l e s and Andromache Mourning. 

A f o u r t h work A c h i l l e s Dragging Hector's Body around the Walls  

of Troy ( F i g u r e 53) i s based on an engraving by P l e t r o T e s t a a 

member of Poussin's c i r c l e i n Rome. Years b e f o r e Flaxman had 

borrowed a scene of the s u b j e c t from an antique gem i l l u s t r a t e d 

i n G o r i ' s Museum E t r u s c u m 8 4 to produce a Jasperware design f o r 

Wedgwood but he chose not to r e v i v e i t f o r the Homer commission. 

Instead, he used an engraving f o r Hamilton's p a i n t i n g as a 

model f o r h i s Hectors ( s i c ) Body Dragged at the Car of A c h i l l e s , 

I l i a d 36 ( F i g u r e 38). 

There was a l r e a d y a w e l l e s t a b l i s h e d market f o r d e p i c t i o n s 

of the a n c i e n t world with the steady flow of people through 

Rome on the Grand T o u r . 8 5 Flaxman h i m s e l f had found P i r a n e s i ' s 

images of Rome an added i n c e n t i v e to t r a v e l t h e r e . The t o u r i s t s 

were a c t i v e l y engaged i n c o l l e c t i n g a n t i q u i t i e s and d e p i c t i o n s 

of a n c i e n t a r t . Flaxman was w e l l acquainted with them, a c t i n g 

as a guide t o s i t e s of a n t i q u a r i a n i n t e r e s t with such frequency 

t h a t , as Mrs. Flaxman wrote to her s i s t e r , the v i s i t o r s 'almost 

h u r r i e d him o f f h i s l e g s ' . 8 6 T h i s c o n t a c t was not without 

e f f e c t . He wrote t o h i s f a t h e r 'I f i n d from what I see of the 

E n g l i s h n o b i l i t y and gentry here that the t a s t e i n c r e a s e s i n 

England f o r p l a s t e r c a s t s as w e l l as other a r t i c l e s of s c u l p ­

t u r e ' . 8 7 A c c o r d i n g l y he suggested t h a t Flaxman Sr. i n c r e a s e 

h i s stock of c a s t s . Flaxman, with Hare-Naylor, must have 

b e l i e v e d that newly c r e a t e d c l a s s i c a l l y i n s p i r e d designs would 

be an a t t r a c t i v e supplement to the c o l l e c t i n g p r o c l i v i t i e s of 
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the Grand T o u r i s t s p a r t i c u l a r l y i f the s u b j e c t matter were 

f a m i l i a r , the form a p p r o p r i a t e and the volumes a f f o r d a b l e . 

At t h i s j u n c t u r e , i t would seem a p p r o p r i a t e to note the 

circumstances that surrounded Flaxman's a s s o c i a t i o n with 

Thomas Hope and the s i g n i f i c a n c e of h i s Dante commission which 

entered i n t o h i s l a t e r d i s c u s s i o n s with C o c k e r e l l . 

Flaxman's a s s o c i a t i o n with Thomas Hope had begun some 

years b e f o r e the Dante designs were even c o n s i d e r e d . In the 

winter of 1789-90 Flaxman had been working on a group t i t l e d 

Aurora v i s i t i n g Cephalus on Mount Ida ( F i g u r e 24) which was 

o r i g i n a l l y t o be c a s t i n bronze but f i n a l l y executed i n marble.88 

I t was to be the f o c a l p o i n t of a s o - c a l l e d Flaxman or S t a r 

room i n Hope's then newly f u r n i s h e d house i n Duchess S t r e e t i n 

London. A good i n d i c a t i o n of how the room was to be arranged 

with the s c u l p t u r e and other works i s shown i n the 1807 e d i t i o n 

of Hope's Household F u r n i t u r e ( F i g u r e 25). In 1792 Hope 

advanced Flaxman L341 of an a n t i c i p a t e d L700 f o r an as yet 

unexecuted r e c r e a t i o n of an a n c i e n t group to be based upon the 

Torso Belvedere89 a n c j to r e p r e s e n t the marriage of H e r c u l e s and 

Hebe. The work was never attemped, as intended, i n a marble 

comparable to that of the o r i g i n a l Torso Belvedere. Apparently 

Flaxman f e l t h i s design c o u l d not be s u c c e s s f u l l y t r a n s l a t e d 

i n t o stone.90 He may w e l l have been c o r r e c t . A conspicuous 

f a u l t i n the s u r v i v i n g p l a s t e r model ( F i g u r e 26) i s that the 

f i g u r e of Hebe i s so d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y small that she appears 

to be a young g i r l r a t h e r than a b r i d e of H e r c u l e s . 
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At l e a s t two c o n s i d e r a t i o n s had prompted Hope to commission 

the Dante i l l u s t r a t i o n s . H i s i n t e n t i o n , on the one hand, was 

to g i v e engraved v e r s i o n s t o c l o s e f r i e n d s as g i f t s . T h i s 

i d e a of a very p e r s o n a l and expensive g i f t was not new. 

Wedgewood had provided Jasperware p o r t r a i t medalions of i n ­

d i v i d u a l s f o r s i m i l a r d i s p o s i t i o n while Flaxman was i n h i s 

employ.91 There had a l s o been an i n c r e a s e d i n t e r e s t i n Dante 

i n England. As r e c e n t l y as 1781 Thomas Warton had p u b l i s h e d 

h i s H i s t o r y of E n g l i s h Poetry i n which Dante's genius had been 

explo r e d and W i l l i a m Hayley had c o n s i d e r e d the poet's work i n 

Triumph of Temper and h i s Essay on E p i c Poetry. In the same 

year Henry Boyd pr o v i d e d the f i r s t E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n of the 

D i v i n e Comedy." I t was t h i s t r a n s l a t i o n which was to p r o v i d e 

the E n g l i s h t e x t to Flaxman's i l l u s t r a t i o n s . 

J u s t as there had been l i t t l e l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m to which 

he c o u l d r e f e r there was a l s o very l i t t l e s p e c i f i c contemporary 

p i c t o r i a l imagery f o r Flaxman to use f o r i n s p i r a t i o n . P r i o r 

to Flaxman's undertaking the Dante Commission the most recent 

s e r i e s of i l l u s t r a t i o n s f o r the D i v i n e Comedy was the l a t e 

15th Century c o l l e c t i o n by Sandro B o t t i c e l l i . 9 3 As these 

designs were a l s o rendered i n the l i n e they would have been of 

obvious i n t e r e s t t o Flaxman. However, the B o t t i c e l l i manuscript 

vanished i n the 16th Century only to reappear i n 1803 i n a 

S c o t t i s h c o l l e c t i o n . 9 4 while i t i s u n l i k e l y t h at Flaxman had 

access to t h i s I t a l i a n ' s work i t i s p o s s i b l e that both a r t i s t s 

c o n s u l t e d a common source, I t a l i a n l a t e G o t h i c i l l u m i n a t e d 
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manuscripts of the D i v i n e Comedy over t h i r t y of which s u r v i v e . y £ ) 

Rather unexpectedly, i n 1773, Reynolds became the f i r s t a r t i s t 

to e x h i b i t a Dante s u b j e c t at the Royal Academy, an U g o l i n o . 

S i m i l a r l y , when Antonio Z a t t a p u b l i s h e d an i l l u s t r a t e d e d i t i o n 

of the D i v i n e Comedy i n Venice i n 1757 i t was the f i r s t s i n c e 

1 5 9 6. 9 6 The dearth or works a s s o c i a t e d s p e c i f i c a l l y with Dante 

to which Flaxman c o u l d r e f e r meant t h a t he was f o r c e d to r e l y 

upon h i s own r e s o u r c e s . Thus, perhaps f o r the l a c k of a v a i l a b l e 

p i c t o r i a l p r e c e n t s , the Dante designs became " h i s most c o n s i s ­

t e n t l y o r i g i n a l s e r i e s of i l l u s t r a t i o n s . " 9 7 

To r e t u r n to the s u b j e c t of the Homer designs, from 

Flaxman's p o i n t of view the commission had conspicuous advant­

ages. I t c o u l d e x p l o i t the a r t i s t i c s k i l l s he had p r e v i o u s l y 

demonstrated. In 1792, he a p p a r e n t l y regarded design (as 

opposed execution of s c u l p t u r e , f o r example) as h i s most 

h i g h l y developed s k i l l . A f t e r h i s d i s c u s s i o n s with C o c k e r e l l 

the a r c h i t e c t noted that ' I t i s a great happiness to an a r t i s t 

to be c a l l e d i n t o a c t i o n by someone who knows he a p p r e c i a t e s 

h i s p a r t i c u l a r f o r t e ' , 9 8 No l e s s i m p o r t a n t l y Flaxman was to 

apply these s k i l l s to a s t o r y with which he was long f a m i l i a r . 

Mrs. Matthew had read the Homer s t o r i e s i n t r a n s l a t i o n to 

him. H i s f i r s t commission had been f o r drawing of Homeric 

s u b j e c t s f o r Jeremiah C r u t c h l e y a f r i e n d of the Matthews. The 

m a t e r i a l s and l a b o r c o s t s would be small compared with Flaxman's 

s c u l p t u r a l works. The d u r a t i o n of the work on the Homeric 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s was to be c o n s i d e r a b l y shortened because the 
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f i n a l v e r s i o n s were to be engraved and presented f o r s a l e by 

someone e l s e , the engraver Thomas P i r o l i . E x p e d i t i n g P i r o l i ' s 

task, the designs were to be p u b l i s h e d as books of engravings 

d i s p e n s i n g with the need f o r s e c u r i n g the r i g h t s to an accom­

panying t e x t on t r a n s l a t i o n . F i n a l l y , the chosen form, l i n e 

engraving, was, as S i r W i l l i a m Hamilton had noted i n h i s 

C o l l e c t i o n of Vases of 1791, an inexpen s i v e form of i l l u s t r a t i o n . 

For a l l those i n v o l v e d , Hare-Naylor, Flaxman, and P i r o l i , the 

p r o j e c t promised an e a r l y and s u c c e s s f u l c o n c l u s i o n . 
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CHAPTER I I I 

Flaxman's wife Nancy wrote to her s i s t e r May on December 

15, 1792 r e l a t i n g t h at her husband was very busy in' the daytime 

with commissioned s c u l p t u r e s and 'at home i n the Evenings - he 

i s employ'd and that c l o s e l y too - i n making a compleat ( s i c ) 

set of drawings from Dantes Heaven, H e l l , and Purgatory, 

c o n s i s t i n g of one hundred and ten - from which engravings are 

Making f o r Mr. Hope, a f t e r there (or r a t h e r going on at the 

same time) are a set of drawings from Homer's i l i a d and Oddyssey 

( s i c ) - c o n s i s t i n g of 60 most b e a u t i f u l S u b j e c t s and as b e a u t i ­

f u l l y t r e a t e d - which a l s o he makes d u p l i c a t e s f o r Mr. Udney an 

Englishman - on which a l s o he makes d u p l i c a t e d f o r Mr. Naylor 

(Husband of the l a t e Bishop of S t . Asaph's Daughter) the which 

are a l s o Engraving here as Mr. Naylor means to p u b l i s h them on 

h i s r e t u r n to England [;] he has promis'd to g i v e us h a l f a 

dozen copies'.1 How Flaxman a c t u a l l y s e t Mr. N a y l o r ' s '60 most 

b e a u t i f u l s u b j e c t s and as b e a u t i f u l l y t r e a t e d ' on paper forms 

the s u b j e c t of t h i s chapter. 

Mrs. Flaxman's l e t t e r served not only to i n t r o d u c e the 

Homer designs to her f a m i l y but a l s o Flaxman's p a t r o n s . The 

s c u l p t o r ' s e a r l i e r a s s o c i a t i o n with Thomas Hope has a l r e a d y 

been reviewed. Mr. Udney was probably Robert F u l l e r t o n Udney 

(1722-1902) 2
 a London merchant who traded to the East I n d i e s . 

Both he and h i s b r o t h e r John (1727-1800), E n g l i s h Consul to 

Venice, were a v i d c o l l e c t o r s of a r t . John i s known to have 

s u p p l i e d h i s b r o t h e r with works ot a r t but what h i s conne c t i o n 

( i f any) might have been with the Homer commission i s unknown. 



The s u r v i v i n g Homer designs u s u a l l y a s s o c i a t e d with Mr. Udney's 

name are those executed i n a shaded s t y l e (see F i g u r e 27) which 

i s markedly d i f f e r e n t from the simple l i n e engravings. In 

f a c t , t here seems to be no c o n c l u s i v e proof of t h i s c o n n e c t i o n . 

As an advanced c o l l e c t o r Robert Udney put an i d e n t i f y i n g ma rk3 

on many of the works i n h i s c o l l e c t i o n , but t h i s does not 

appear on any of the Homer designs i n the shaded s t y l e . 

The t h i r d person i d e n t i f i e d i n Mrs. Flaxman's l e t t e r i s a 

"Mr. Naylor (Husband of the l a t e Bishop of S t . Asaph's Daugh­

t e r ) " . I t was Mrs. Hare-Naylor who a p p a r e n t l y gave Flaxman 

the Homer commission. Georgianna S h i p l e y (Mrs. Hare-Naylor) 

daughter of Jonathan S h i p l e y , bishop of S t . Asaph, was accom­

p l i s h e d i n modern languages, had s t u d i e d c l a s s i c s with her 

f a t h e r , and had p a i n t e d i n Reynolds's s t u d i o . While i n I t a l y 

she had devoted h e r s e l f to p a i n t i n g and had a l s o become a 

c l o s e f r i e n d of C l o t i l d a Tambroni, at the time, the famous 

female p r o f e s s o r of Greek. 4 Mrs. Hare-Naylor was a l s o a 

c o u s i n of the dowager Countess Spencer who was h e r s e l f to 

order a set of t h i r t y i l l u s t r a t i o n s which d e p i c t e d scenes from 

a l l seven s u r v i v i n g p l a y s of Aeschylus. 

Reducing Homer's e p i c poems wherein 'nothing i s c a s u a l , 

nothing i d l e or i r r e l a t i v e ' wherein 'every e x p r e s s i o n i s pregnant 

with meaning'5 to the 60 images capable of being engraved was 

a formidable achievement. Apparently the c h o i c e of what to 

i l l u s t r a t e was l e f t to Flaxman h i m s e l f . Mrs. 
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Flaxman's d e s c r i p t i o n 'a s e t of drawings from Homer's I l i a d 

and Oddyssey ( s i c ) - c o n s i s t i n g of 60 most b e a u t i f u l s u b j e c t s 

and as b e a u t i f u l l y t r e a t e d - ...'makes no mention of how the 

i n d i v i d u a l s u b j e c t s were to be chosen. There i s , f o r example, 

no i n d i c a t i o n t h at a viewer was to be a b l e to r e c r e a t e or i n f e r 

the e n t i r e s t o r i e s by Homer from the designs by Flaxman. In 

the end the s e l e c t i o n of s u b j e c t s was d i c t a t e d by the s t o r i e s 

to be i l l u s t r a t e d . Some whole books are represented by s i n g l e 

drawings. 

Although both the I l i a d and Odyssey are a s s o c i a t e d with 

the T r o j a n War, as s t o r i e s they develop along d i s t i n c t l y d i f f e r e n t 

l i n e s . The I l i a d recounts the events of 50 c o n s e c u t i v e days 

j u s t b e f o r e the end of the war. The s t o r y begins and moves 

c o n t i n u o u s l y to the end. T h i s sense of a p r o g r e s s i o n of events 

was w e l l r e c o g n i z e d i n the 18th Century as a p a r t i c u l a r c h a r a c t e r ­

i s t i c of poetry by such t h e o r i s t s as L e s s i n g who wrote: 'I 

m a i n t a i n the s u c c e s s i o n of time i s the department of the poet, 

as space i s that of the p a i n t e r ' . 6 Poetry by i t s very nature 

cannot present, f o r example, an instantaneous p i c t u r e of A c h i l l e s ' 

s h i e l d . L e s s i n g thus p r a i s e d Homer's mastery of poe t r y by 

w r i t i n g of the s h i e l d that ' i n more than a hundred s p l e n d i d 

l i n e s , [Homer] has d e s c r i b e d i t s m a t e r i a l s , i t s form, and a l l 

the f i g u r e s which f i l l e d i t s enormous s u r f a c e , so c i r c u m s t a n t i a l l y 

and c l o s e l y , that modern a r t i s t s have not found i t d i f f i c u l t to 

produce a drawing of i t corresponding i n a l l p o i n t s ' . 7 Flaxman 

d i d p r e c i s e l y t h a t i n I l i a d 31 T h e t i s B r i n g i n g the Armour to 
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A c h i l l e s . While Homer, the poet, d e s c r i b e d i n Book XVIII of 

the I l i a d the process by which the s h i e l d was made Flaxman, the 

a r t i s t , showed i t as a f i n i s h e d a r t i c l e but by doing so l o s e s 

the sense of p r o g r e s s i v e a c t i o n . 

Flaxman was abl e to r e c r e a t e the sense of p r o g r e s s i v e 

a c t i o n s i n p i c t o r i a l images by employing two d e v i c e s . The 

f i r s t i s c o n s i s t e n t with L e s s i n g ' s o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t ' i n great 

h i s t o r i c a l p i c t u r e s the s i n g l e moment i s almost always ex­

tended...' 8 Flaxman f r e q u e n t l y i n c l u d e d i n s i n g l e designs 

events which occur c o n s e c u t i v e l y i n the Homeric poem. In the 

I l i a d 31 f o r example, the act of T h e t i s B r i n g i n g the Armour to  

A c h i l l e s i s combined with the moment A c h i l l e s f a l l s i n t o deepest 

g r i e f over the death of P a t r o c l u s . The second d e v i c e was to 

i n c l u d e i n i n d i v i d u a l drawings a l l u s i o n s t o past events and 

foreshadowings of the f u t u r e . The s e r i e s from I l i a d 29 t o 33 

demonstrates t h i s . I l i a d 29 ( F i g u r e 28) d e p i c t s T h e t i s and  

Eurynome r e c e i v i n g the i n f a n t Vulcan. I l i a d 30, Vulcan and  

Chares R e c e i v i n g T h e t i s ( F i g u r e 29) r e a s s o c i a t e s the now grown 

Vulcan and T h e t i s as she requests new armour f o r A c h i l l e s . In 

I l i a d 31 T h e t i s p r e s e n t s the completed armour and c a l l s the 

g r i e v i n g A c h i l l e s t o arms. A c h i l l e s appears i n I l i a d 33 A c h i l l e s  

Contending with the R i v e r s ( F i g u r e 30) having re t u r n e d to 

b a t t l e i n the very armour T h e t i s had d e l i v e r e d i n I l i a d 31. 

Flaxman thus captured the sense of c o n s e c u t i v e a c t i o n that 

c h a r a c t e r i z e s the t e x t of the I l i a d . N e i t h e r d e v i c e c o u l d have 

been a p p r o p r i a t e f o r i l l u s t r a t i n g The Odyssey. 
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Homer's Odyssey recounts the adventures of Odysseus ( L a t i n 

U l y s s e s ) d u r i n g h i s 10 year voyage home to Greece a f t e r the 

f a l l of Troy. Spanning a decade, the s t o r y of n e c e s s i t y i s 

reduced to a few w e l l developed t a l e s which are separated 

temporally and p h y s i c a l l y . Flaxman responded to the e p i s o d i c 

nature of the s t o r y by f o c u s s i n g on a p a r t i c u l a r moment i n the 

i n d i v i d u a l adventure and avoided r e p r e s e n t i n g c o n s e c u t i v e 

events i n s i n g l e images. The r e s u l t i s a c o n c e n t r a t i o n on 

s i n g l e themes and images of g r e a t e r dramatic i n t e n s i t y . To 

compare treatments i n the I l i a d and Odyssey s e r i e s , i n the 

former A c h i l l e s ' b r u t a l s l a u g h t e r of d e f e n s e l e s s men and animals 

(with limbs bound) i s only r e c a l l e d by t h e i r presence on 

P a t r o c l u s ' f u n e r a l pyre i n I l i a d 35 The Fun e r a l P i l e of P a t r o c l u s 

( F i g u r e 31 while i n the King of the L e s t r i g e n s s e i z i n g one of  

the companions of U l y s s e s , Odyssey 15, the b r u t a l g i a n t i s 

shown i n the much more u n s e t t l i n g image as he i s about to hack 

to p i e c e s a d e f e n s e l e s s or overpowered member of U l y s s e s ' crew 

( F i g u r e 32). The r e s u l t of the d i f f e r i n g approach i s that 

none of the I l i a d designs seem to have as d i r e c t a s e n t i m e n t a l 

appeal as U l y s s e s and H i s Dog, Odyssey 26 ( F i g u r e 33), f o r 

example, or as a f f e c t i n g an image as U l y s s e s T e r r e f i e d ( s i c )  

by the Ghosts, I l i a d 17 ( F i g u r e 34) where the s h r i e k s of the 

tormented go unheard by a l l but the t e r r i f i e d hero U l y s s e s . 

Pope had w r i t t e n of the c h a r a c t e r s i n Homer th a t 'no 

author has ever drawn so many, with so v i s i b l e and s u r p r i s i n g 

a v a r i e t y , or given us such l i v e l y and a f f e c t i n g impressions of 
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them. Every one has something so s i n g u l a r l y h i s own, t h a t no 

p a i n t e r c o u l d have d i s t i n g u i s h e d them more by t h e i r f e a t u r e s , 

than the poet has by t h e i r manners'. 9 Reynolds had advised the 

a r t i s t to c o n c e n t r a t e on one p a r t i c u l a r aspect of c h a r a c t e r i n 

a p a i n t i n g but the nature of Flaxman's p r o j e c t allowed him to 

present a person i n a v a r i e t y of d i f f e r e n t s i t u a t i o n s each 

r e v e a l i n g some f a c e t of the c h a r a c t e r ' s p e r s o n a l i t y . An example 

i s the goddess T h e t i s . Her c h a r a c t e r i s e s t a b l i s h e d by the 

v a r i o u s s i t u a t i o n s i n which Flaxman p r e s e n t s her. She appears 

as a f o n d l i n g mother while r e c e i v i n g the i n f a n t Vulcan i n 

I l i a d 29 ( F i g u r e 28), humbled as she asks Vulcan's a s s i s t a n c e 

i n I l i a d 30 ( F i g u r e 29) and d u t i f u l l y c a l l i n g A c h i l l e s to arms 

i n I l i a d 31 ( F i g u r e 1). Flaxman added f u r t h e r v a r i e t y by 

having T h e t i s k n e e l , s i t and stand i n the r e s p e c t i v e designs 

to b e t t e r d i s p l a y the three d i f f e r e n t aspects of her c h a r a c t e r . 

By d i s p l a y i n g them i n three d i f f e r e n t designs Flaxman f o l l o w e d 

Pope's i d e a that 'one may indeed,make a hero as v a l i a n t as 

A c h i l l e s , as pious as AEneas, and as prudent as U l y s s e s . but 

i t i s a mere chimaera to imagine a hero that has the v a l o u r of 

A c h i l l e s , the p i e t y of AEneas, and the prudence of U l y s s e s , at 

one and the same time'.10 

When Flaxman was r e q u i r e d to present the two Homeric 

heroes Pope had mentioned, A c h i l l e s and U l y s s e s , he l e f t the 

viewer with images that c l e a r l y d i s t i n g u i s h e d aspects of t h e i r 

r e s p e c t i v e c h a r a c t e r s . As drawn by Flaxman, A c h i l l e s the hero 

of the I l i a d appears i n a r a t h e r i n s i p i d , pensive pose i n I l i a d 
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3, The Departure of B r i s e i s from the Tent of A c h i l l e s ( F i g u r e 

35), as the p r i n c e of p r i n c e s i n I l i a d 18, The Embassy to  

A c h i l l e s ( F i g u r e 36), p r o s t r a t e d with t e a r f u l g r i e f I l i a d 31, 

T h e t i s B r i n g i n g the Armour to A c h i l l e s , and as the brave w a r r i o r 

I l i a d 33, A c h i l l e s Contending with the R i v e r s . He a l s o p r e s e n t s 

the darker s i d e of A c h i l l e s by d e p i c t i n g him i n u n c o n t r o l a b l e 

rage i n I l i a d 2, Minerva Repressing the Fury of A c h i l l e s ( F i g u r e 

37) and d e s e c r a t i n g Hector's body, not once but twice, i n I l i a d 

36 Hector's Body Dragged At the Car of A c h i l l e s ( F i g u r e 38) and 

I l i a d 34 Andromache F a i n t i n g on the Wall ( F i g u r e 39). Even 

Homer d e s c r i b e d these a c t s - a s 'unseemly d e e d , ' 1 1 and A c h i l l e s ' s 

i n c l u s i o n of human s a c r i f i c e s of P a t r o c l u s f u n e r a l pyre as 

' e v i l d e e d s . ' 1 2 The Oxford C l a s s i c a l D i c t i o n a r y c h a r a c t e r i z e s 

A c h i l l e s as a 'magnificent b a r b a r i a n . ' Flaxman's designs 

p r e s e n t him as somewhat more b a r b a r i c than m a g n i f i c e n t and 

c e r t a i n l y not the ' v a l i a n t ' hero Pope f a n c i e d h i m . 1 3 

U l y s s e s ' 1 4 c h a r a c t e r i s e x p l o r e d more f u l l y i n no fewer 

than 18 of the 34 designs of the Odyssey s e r i e s . He i s not 

merely a w a r r i o r who r e l i e d e x c l u s i v e l y upon h i s p h y s i c a l 

prowess but r a t h e r overcomes the t h r e a t of the S i r e n s by c a r e f u l l y 

p l a n n i n g ahead (Odyssey 19), escapes the Cyclops by h i s c l e v e r n e s s 

and l e a d e r s h i p (Odyssey 14), and wins to h i s cause the r e s i d e n t s 

of f o r e i g n lands by h i s diplomacy (Odyssey 12). U l y s s e s i s 

indeed the exemplar f o r a l l men.15 Having fought through the 

T r o j a n war and s u r v i v e d h i s voyage home he appears i n only one 

design of tremendous v i o l e n c e and that when he s l a u g h t e r s the 

59 



s u i t o r s , i n Odyssey 31, U l y s s e s K i l l i n g the S u i t o r s ( F i g u r e 

40), at the c l i m a t i c c o n c l u s i o n of h i s r e t u r n home. 

As he endeavoured to r e l a t e the Homeric s t o r i e s and the 

c h a r a c t e r s of t h e i r c h i e f f i g u r e s , Flaxman was e v i d e n t l y i n s p i r e d 

by p a r t i c u l a r passages. The g r i s a i l l e sketch i n F i g u r e 27 

i n c l u d e s the Homeric t e x t and a t r a n s l a t i o n perhaps by Flaxman 

h i m s e l f . I 6 H i s i n t e r e s t i n the o r i g i n a l Greek t e x t s had been 

s u f f i c i e n t to prompt him to purchase a l e x i c o n i n 1790.17 

Although i n England there had been a v a r i e t y of t r a n s l a t i o n s , 

i n c l u d i n g the W i l l i a m Cowper v e r s i o n s p u b l i s h e d i n 1791 when 

Flaxman was i n Rome, the Alexander Pope t r a n s l a t i o n remained 

the most a t t r a c t i v e . In the Gentleman's Magazine, to which 

Flaxman had submitted a l e t t e r r e g a r d i n g Roman costume,! 8 a 

c o n t r i b u t o r had compared the notes i n the t r a n s l a t i o n s by 

Cowper and Pope. Cowper's were not 'without a c o n s i d e r a b l e 

share of j u d i c i o u s sentiment and e x p l a n a t i o n ' while 'Mr. Pope 

has many w e l l w r i t t e n notes [which] are c h i e f l y h i s t o r i c a l ' . 1 9 

The a d j e c t i v e ' h i s t o r i c a l ' may be somewhat m i s l e a d i n g . The 

t o p i c s covered o f t e n i n c l u d e d i s c u s s i o n s of the nature of 

p o e t r y and i t s l i m i t a t i o n s . Pope wrote: 

"The q u e s t i o n i s , how f a r a poet, i n pursuing the 
d e s c r i p t i o n of image of an a c t i o n , can a t t a c h h i m s e l f 
to l i t t l e c ircumstances, without v u l g a r i t y or t r i f l i n g ? 
What p a r t i c u l a r are proper, and e n l i v e n the image; or 
what are i m p e r t i n e n t , and c l o g i t ? i n t h i s matter 
p a i n t i n g i s to be c o n s u l t e d , and the whole regard had 
to those circumstances, which c o n t r i b u t e to form a 
f u l l , and yet not confused i d e a of a thing."20 

The q u e s t i o n s c o n s i d e r e d here seem f a m i l i a r when compared with 

Reynold's t h e o r e t i c a l statements. Reynolds' t o l d h i s students 
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that the a r t i s t should 'get above a l l s i n g u l a r forms, l o c a l 

customs, p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s and d e t a i l s of every k i n d ' . 2 1 

Mere embellishment c o u l d only serve 'to d i v i d e the a t t e n t i o n ' . 2 2 

I t s appeal to the mind r a t h e r than the eye e n t i t l e d p a i n t i n g 

'to the name of a L i b e r a l A r t ' and to a rank 'as a s i s t e r of 

p o e t r y ' . 2 3 

Although Mrs. Flaxman d i d not s p e c i f y t h at the p u b l i s h e d 

v e r s i o n s of her husband's designs f o r the I l i a d and Odyssey 

were to be l i n e engravings, there seemed to be no doubt t h a t 

t h i s was to be the u l t i m a t e form. From the e a r l i e s t sketches 

to the f i n a l v e r s i o n s (those most c l o s e l y resembling the p u b l i s h e d 

engravings) the designs are recorded as l i n e drawings. Flaxman 

r a r e l y i n t r o d u c e d shading, backgrounds, f i g u r e s or the i n t r i c a t e 

d e c o r a t i o n common on an c i e n t vases only to remove them i n l a t e r 

s k etches. He u s u a l l y s t a r t e d with a b a s i c i d e a f o r each scene 

and developed i t . 

The e v o l u t i o n of Minerva Repressing the Fury of A c h i l l e s , 

I l i a d 2 ( F i g u r e 37) demonstrates the process Flaxman f o l l o w e d 

i n the p r o d u c t i o n of a design s i n c e there s u r v i v e s e v e r a l 

p r e l i m i n a r y sketches and the g r i s a i l l e r e n d e r i n g ( F i g u r e 27) 

f o r i t . In the l e a s t complete of the sketches ( F i g u r e 41) the 

f i g u r e of A c h i l l e s i s somewhat more c l e a r l y d e f i n e d than the 

other f i g u r e s , which are i n d i c a t e d only by the s c a n t e s t o u t l i n e s . 

In another sketch on the bottom of the same sheet a seated 

f i g u r e has been added and Minerva descending from the r i g h t has 

been more c l e a r l y d e l i n e a t e d while A c h i l l e s remains the most 

61 



c l e a r l y d e f i n e d f i g u r e . As Flaxman approached a f i n a l s o l u t i o n 

he proceeded to t e s t a v a r i e t y of poses f o r A c h i l l e s b e f o r e 

f i n a l l y choosing the one he regarded as most a p p r o p r i a t e ( F i g u r e 

42). Another sketch ( F i g u r e 43) r e v e a l s that he c o n s i d e r e d 

having A c h i l l e s l o o k i n g over h i s l e f t shoulder at the descending 

Minerva. In a v e r s i o n which i s ap p a r e n t l y r e l a t e d to g r i s a i l l e 

s k e tch i n F i g u r e 27 A c h i l l e s appears to be almost s t r i d i n g out 

of the p i c t u r e plane toward the viewer ( F i g u r e 44). H i s arm i s 

r a i s e d and h i s sword h a l f drawn i n f r o n t of h i s c h e s t . N e i t h e r 

of these poses were seemed s u i t a b l e f o r i n c l u s i o n i n the f i n a l 

engraved s e r i e s , perhaps because Flaxman c o n s i d e r e d them to be 

too three d i m e n s i o n a l . In the f i n a l engraved v e r s i o n ( F i g u r e 

37) A c h i l l e s stands, h i s fa c e turned to the other f i g u r e s and 

away from Minerva, and h i s le g s wide spread but p a r a l l e l to the 

p i c t u r e plane. A l s o h i s arm i s r a i s e d above h i s head i n a way 

that s t r e s s e s the two dimensional q u a l i t y of the composition. 

The s e r i e s of sketches f o r Minerva Repressing the Fury of  

A c h i l l e s f u r t h e r suggests t h a t Flaxman composed the p i c t u r e by 

accumulating and ar r a n g i n g i n d i v i d u a l cameo-like f i g u r e s i n 

p o s i t i o n s t h a t would balance the whole composition. By f o l l o w i n g 

t h i s method he co u l d and d i d a r r i v e at l e a s t the two d i f f e r e n t 

f i n a l v e r s i o n s a l r e a d y mentioned: the engraved, with three 

seated and two sta n d i n g f i g u r e s on the l e f t , and the g r i s a i l l e , 

with two seated and three s t a n d i n g f i g u r e s on the l e f t . Both 

e x h i b i t a common f a u l t t h a t seems to be inhe r e n t i n h i s com­

p o s i t i o n a l method. I n d i v i d u a l elements of many designs seem 

6 2 



c u r i o u s l y separated from each other and sometimes even u n r e l a t e d 

to the a c t i o n s d e p i c t e d . For example, although t h e i r presence 

c o n t r i b u t e s to the balance of the composition i n the engraved 

v e r s i o n of Minerva Repressing the Fury of A c h i l l e s , the two 

stan d i n g f i g u r e s on the r e a r l e f t do not seem to be at a l l 

a f f e c t e d by A c h i l l e s ' f u r y . S i m i l a r l y , the seated f i g u r e 

nearest A c h i l l e s i s gazing b l a n k l y i n t o space. 

Yet Flaxman's agglomerative process was not i n v a r i a b l y suc­

c e s s f u l . When most s u c c e s s f u l l y a p p l i e d i t allowed him to 

i n t e g r a t e f i g u r e s i n t o an a t t r a c t i v e composition. In Nausicaa  

Throwing the B a l l , Odyssey 10 ( F i g u r e 45), f o r example, the 

f i g u r e s are arranged to present a balanced but v a r i e d composition 

i n which a l l the f i g u r e s are i n v o l v e d i n the a c t i o n . By c o n t r a s t , 

The S i r e n s , Odyssey 19 ( F i g u r e 46) has the appearance of two 

u n r e l a t e d scenes p l a c e d together on the same p l a t e . On the 

l e f t the three s i r e n s s i t amidst the bones of t h e i r v i c t i m s and 

on the r i g h t U l y s s e s i s being lashed to the mast of h i s boat. 

T h i s composition i s one of the l e a s t s u c c e s s f u l of a l l the 

designs because i n order to balance a grouping of three f i g u r e s 

with a s h i p and a crew Flaxman was f o r c e d to d e p i c t the l a t t e r 

i n a much s m a l l e r s c a l e . According to the c o n v e n t i o n a l system 

of p e r s p e c t i v e a viewer would assume that the boat was i n the 

f a r d i s t a n c e . Flaxman's r i g o r o u s attempt t o exclude the three 

dimensional i n h i s other Homer designs makes The S i r e n s p l a t e 

seem out of p l a c e i n the s e r i e s . 
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Although the f i r s t e d i t i o n s of the Homer engravings had 

only l i n e r e f e r e n c e s to the t e x t s of Pope and Homer, the 1805 

Longman e d i t i o n i n c l u d e d the passages from Pope and the viewer 

was l e f t to i n f e r t h a t t h i s t e x t was r i g o u r o u s l y f o l l o w e d . Yet 

many v a r i a t i o n s from both the v e r s i o n s of Homer and Pope do 

occur. The Homeric t e x t , f o r example, c l e a r l y i m p l i e s t h a t 

there were only two S i r e n s (12:167). Flaxman i n s t e a d d e p i c t e d 

t h r e e . He a p p a r e n t l y c o n s i d e r e d a group of three f i g u r e s 

presented a more s a t i s f a c t o r y e f f e c t as i t r e c u r s i n h i s 

d e p i c t i o n s of the Daughters of Pandarus, Odyssey 29 ( F i g u r e 

47) and i n Penelope C a r r y i n g the Bow of U l y s s e s to the S u i t o r s 

Odyssey 30 ( F i g u r e 48). Flaxman was not above a l t e r i n g s p e c i f i c 

d e t a i l s . For I l i a d 24, Ajax Defending the Greek Ships a g a i n s t 

the T r o j a n s ( F i g u r e 49) the t e x t reads: 

' F u l l Twelve the B o l d e s t , i n a Moment F e l l , 
Sent by great Ajax to the shades of H e l l . ' 

Pope's Homers I l i a d B15 L i n e 904 

Some 48 l i n e s b e f o r e Pope had set the scene with the l i n e 'No 

room to p o i s e the lance or bend the bow' suggesting that the 

a r c h e r at Ajax's back i s Flaxman's c o n t r i b u t i o n to the d e s c r i p t i o n 

of the b a t t l e , added as a u s e f u l component i n the c o m p o s i t i o n a l 

balance of h i s d e s i g n . A t h i r d i n s t a n c e of Flaxman's a l t e r a t i o n 

of the t e x t u a l d e s c r i p t i o n appears i n I l i a d 22 showing the 

c h a r i o t of Neptune R i s i n g from the Sea drawn by f o u r horses 

r a t h e r than the two i n d i c a t e d by Homer ( F i g u r e 50). Pope d i d 

not s p e c i f y t h e i r number. 
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While t a k i n g care with the compositions of the Homer 

designs, Flaxman was a l s o i n t e r e s t e d i n making them a p p e a l i n g 

to the people i n Rome and at home i n England who were a c q u i r i n g 

a r c h a e o l o g i c a l books. Dora Wiebenson has suggested t h a t an 

'obvious way f o r an a r t i s t to l i n k h i s own work with archaeo­

l o g i c a l p u b l i c a t i o n s . . . w a s to i m i t a t e t h e i r t e c h n i q u e . ' 2 4 The 

use of l i n e engraving, common i n the a r c h a e o l o g i c a l p u b l i c ­

a t i o n s , seems to have been not o n l y a source f o r technique but 

f o r s p e c i f i c d e t a i l s . Items such as p i e c e s of f u r n i t u r e seem 

to have been i n s p i r e d by examples found on a n c i e n t p o t t e r y and 

s c u l p t u r e or, perhaps more l i k e l y , the engravings made of such 

a n t i q u i t i e s . David Irwin has thus a s s o c i a t e d , the c a r t and 

composition of Odyssey 11, U l y s s e s F o l l o w i n g the Car of Nausicaa 

( F i g u r e 51) with a p l a t e from S i r W i l l i a m Hamilton's C o l l e c t i o n  

of Vases... of 1791 ( F i g u r e 52). 

I t i s u n l i k e l y t h at an a r c h a e o l o g i c a l book such as Hamilton's 

C o l l e c t i o n of Vases would have s u p p l i e d Flaxman with the i n s p i r a ­

t i o n f o r h i s v e r s i o n of Hector's Body Dragged at the Car of  

A c h i l l e s , I l i a d 36 ( F i g u r e 38). The t h r e e - q u a r t e r p o s i t i o n of 

the c h a r i o t , i t s r e a r p l a r f o r m , and the e l e v a t e d p o s i t i o n of 

Hector's l e g s do not appear s i m u l t a n e o u s l y i n any known a n c i e n t 

work.25 They do appear, however, i n both P i e t r o T e s t a ' s 17th 

Century engraved A c h i l l e s Dragging Hector and Gavin Hamilton's 

p a i n t i n g A c h i l l e s Dragging Hector's 3ody around the Walls of 

T r o y . 2 6 ( F i g u r e 53) The l a t t e r work was most commonly known 

through the d i s t r i b u t i o n of a 1766 engraving by Domenico Cunego. 
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As the Flaxmans lodged i n h i s house while they were i n Rome, i t 

seems more than p o s s i b l e t h a t Flaxman was f a m i l i a r with the 

c o m p o s i t i o n a l d e t a i l s of the work. 2 7 H i s main task was to 

reduce i t to a form c o n s i s t a n t with the r e s t of the Homer 

s e r i e s . He d i d so by d r a s t i c a l l y r educing d e t a i l , most n o t a b l y 

i n the background, t u r n i n g A c h i l l e s to d r i v e the c h a r i o t ( n e c e s s i ­

t a t e d by the e l i m i n a t i o n of the d r i v e r ) and r e p o s i t i o n i n g of 

the c h a r i o t to present more of a s i d e view. 

Of much g r e a t e r i n t e r e s t than p a r t i c u l a r d e t a i l s i s Flaxman's 

a d a p t a t i o n of elements of the l i n e engraving technique to s u i t 

h i s own purpose. A d e v i c e f r e q u e n t l y encountered i n archaeo­

l o g i c a l books i l l u s t r a t e d with l i n e engravings i s h a t c h i n g , 

t h a t i s c l o s e l y spaced p a r a l l e l l i n e s , such as those i n F i g u r e 

54 an i l l u s t r a t i o n from Spence's Polymetis of 1747. Here the 

h o r i z o n t a l h a t c h i n g p r o v i d e s a background. Flaxman had long 

used the technique i n a s i m i l a r manner i n sketches, i n c l u d i n g 

the s e l f p o r t r a i t ( F i g u r e 55) done some 15 years b e f o r e the 

Homer de s i g n s . But i n the Homer i l l u s t r a t i o n s the h a t c h i n g i s 

used i n a much more s o p h i s t i c a t e d manner. In I l i a d 31, T h e t i s  

B r i n g i n g the Armour to A c h i l l e s ( F i g u r e 1), f o r example, the 

h a t c h i n g i s put to three d i s t i n c t l y d i f f e r e n t purposes. I t 

r e p r e s e n t s the s t r u c t u r e of the l e g of the bed, d e f i n e s p e r s ­

p e c t i v e by i n d i c a t i n g t h a t the bedding l i e s f a r t h e r back i n 

the p i c t u r e space than A c h i l l e s l e g and, by e x t e n s i o n , that 

the l e g s of the mourner st a n d i n g behind the bed are i n f a c t 

behind i t , and f i n a l l y as a c o m p o s i t i o n a l a i d by p a r t i a l l y 
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f i l l i n g the v o i d under the bed. These techniques to i n d i c a t e 

volume, p e r s p e c t i v e and to accomplish a more s u c c e s s f u l com­

p o s i t i o n , are repeated with f u r t h e r v a r i a t i o n s elsewhere. In 

I l i a d 14, The Meeting of Hector and Andromache, a s t a i r c a s e i s 

i m p l i e d by h o r i z o n t a l h a t c h i n g which n e a t l y o f f s e t the v e r t i c a l i t y 

of the nanny's r a t h e r columnar dress ( F i g u r e 56). In I l i a d 6, 

J u p i t e r Sending the E v i l Dream to Agamemnon ( F i g u r e 57) and 38 

I r i s A d v i s e s Priam to o b t a i n the Body of Hector ( F i g u r e 58) 

Flaxman has d e f i n e d the shape of the heavens with curved 

h a t c h i n g and i n I l i a d I I , Otus and E p h i a l t e s H o l d i n g Mars  

C a p t i v e ( F i g u r e 59) he has, with but a few l i n e s , c r e a t e d 

s e a t s f o r Otus and E p h i a l t e s so that they are not l e f t i n 

mid-space. At the same time no d i s t r a c t i n g background d e t a i l 

i s i n t r o d u c e d . In I l i a d 29, T h e t i s and Eurynome R e c e i v i n g the  

I n f a n t Vulcan ( F i g u r e 28) areas are covered with h a t c h i n g 

a p p a r e n t l y with the purpose of b a l a n c i n g the compositions 

without any more f i g u r e s or s t r u c t u r e s . 
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CHAPTER IV 

In 1811, a f t e r reading some f a v o u r a b l e comments by German 

c r i t i c s r e g a r d i n g the Dante designs, Flaxman i n t i m a t e d to the 

t h e o l o g i a n Henry Crabb-Robinson t h a t he wished the Germans had 

something b e t t e r upon which to e x e r c i s e t h e i r c r i t i c a l t a l e n t s . * 

T h i s response was probably not simply an e x p r e s s i o n of Flaxman's 

modesty but r a t h e r a r e f l e c t i o n of the d i s p a r i t y between the 

u l t i m a t e purpose he foresaw f o r h i s l i n e drawings and the 

nature of the c r i t i c a l p r a i s e . He had undertaken the commissions 

f o r i l l u s t r a t i o n s to make enough money to continue with h i s 

Fury of Athamas but to h i s amazement, i n a d d i t i o n to the immediate 

f i n a n c i a l reward, h i s l i n e i l l u s t r a t i o n s brought him c r i t i c a l 

a c c l a i m , an i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e p u t a t i o n as an a r t i s t , s c u l p t u r a l 

commissions, and i n d i r e c t l y i n 1810, e l e c t i o n as P r o f e s s o r of 

S c u l p t u r e at the Royal Academy i n London. Moreover, the i l l u s ­

t r a t i o n s v/ere adopted by e s t a b l i s h e d a r t i s t s and students a l i k e 

as sources of i n s p i r a t i o n w e l l i n t o the V i c t o r i a n age. 

The f i n a n c i a l d i f f i c u l t y i n which Flaxman found h i m s e l f 

was eased with the completion of the Homer des i g n s . How e f f e c t i v e 

they were i n supplementing h i s income may be gauged i f the 

r a p i d i t y with which Flaxman drew them i s r e l a t e d to the amount 

of money he earned. Nancy Flaxman wrote to W i l l i a m Hayley on 

J u l y 22, 1793 and informed him of the completion of the engravings 

of a l l the I l i a d , Odyssey and Dante d e s i g n s . 2 G e r a l d B e n t l e y 

has suggested that the dates i n d i c a t e d i n the f i r s t e d i t i o n s of 

the Odyssey and I l i a d ( r e s p e c t i v e l y February 1, 1793 and June 

1, 1793) probably r e c o r d when each s e t of engravings was com-
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p l e t e d . 3 By the l a t t e r date Flaxman had a l s o f i n i s h e d the 46 

drawings f o r Mr. Udney. 4 Thus Flaxman had produced no fewer 

than 174 designs f o r engraving (28, p l u s a t i t l e page f o r the 

Odyssey; 32, p l u s a t i t l e p a g e f o r the I l i a d ; and 110, p l u s a 

t i t l e p a g e f o r the Dante) and 46 drawings r e l a t e d t o , but 

a p p a r e n t l y not exact c o p i e s of, the Homer designs i n about 8 

months. He must have been undertaking the designs at a r a t e 

of about one a day. T h i s estimate i s probably c o n s e r v a t i v e . 

Mrs. Flaxman's l e t t e r to Hayley mentions t h a t by then the 

engraver's work was completed from her husband's de s i g n s . 

Again C o c k e r e l l recorded that Flaxman r e c a l l e d he had been 

p a i d 1 guinea each f o r the Dante s e r i e s of 111 d e s i g n s , and 4 

Crowns each f o r the 46 Udney drawings f o r a t o t a l of no l e s s 

than L227 - 13 - . C o n s i d e r i n g the Flaxman's f i n a n c i a l d i f ­

f i c u l t i e s t h a t came as a r e s u l t of The Fury of Athamas and h i s 

sm a l l investment i n labour, time and m a t e r i a l s upon them, the 

Homer designs must have seemed i n c r e d i b l y p r o f i t a b l e . 

Hare-Naylor a l s o d i d moderately w e l l . He s o l d the p l a t e s 

f o r the I l i a d s e r i e s t o Longman f o r twice as much as the 

engravings ( o r i g i n a l drawings) had c o s t him i n I t a l y . Mr. Hare-

Naylor made at l e a s t L100 by the books i n I t a l y b e f o r e h i s 

s a l e of the p l a t e s of the I l i a d ' . 5 Even though the Hare-Naylors 

made more money from the Homer designs than Flaxman, they 

remained good f r i e n d s . I n d i c a t i n g t h e i r continued c l o s e n e s s , 

Flaxman i n c l u d e d p o r t r a i t s of t h e i r f o u r sons i n h i s monument 

to the Reverend Dr. Joseph Warton executed from 1800 to 1804. 6 
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Years l a t e r when Mrs. Hare-Naylor wrote a novel, the t i t l e of 

which was Theodosius or the E n t h u s i a s t , she asked Flaxman to 

design a s e r i e s of i l l u s t r a t i o n s f o r i t . 7 

Tomaso (Thomas) P i r o l i the t h i r d of those d i r e c t l y i n v o l v e d 

i n the completion of the Homer commission a l s o d i d w e l l . G e r a l d 

B e n t l e y has suggested that i n a d d i t i o n to the income d e r i v e d 

d i r e c t l y from the Hare-Naylor p l a t e s some of the e d i t i o n s came 

from unauthorized p l a t e s u l t i m a t e l y t r a c e a b l e to P i r o l i ' s 

shop. 8 

S e v e r a l months a f t e r the Homer and Dante commissions had 

been completed Flaxman wrote to Hayley that the purpose of the 

engravings was to show 'how any s t o r y may be represented i n a 

s e r i e s of compositions on p r i n c i p l e s of the a n c i e n t s , of which 

as soon as I r e t u r n to England I i n t e n d t o g i v e specimens i n 

scupture of d i f f e r e n t k i n d s , i n groups of b a s - r e l i e f s , s u i t e d 

to a l l purposes of sacred and c i v i l a r c h i t e c t u r e . ' 9 Flaxman's 

immediate aim was to f u l f i l Hare-Naylor's commission by r e p r e ­

s e n t i n g the I l i a d and Odyssey i n a s e r i e s of compositions. 

But, i n h i s own mind, the designs were to perform at l e a s t two 

subsequent f u n c t i o n s . F i r s t , they were, i n essence, to serve 

as working drawings f o r a s c u l p t o r (Flaxman h i m s e l f as i t 

happened) t o t r a n s l a t e i n t o another a r t i s t i c medium. They were 

thus a k i n to Flaxman's designs f o r Wedgwood. Second, the 

r e s u l t a n t b a s - r e l i e f s were to e s t a b l i s h Flaxman as an a r t i s t 

amongst people who would purchase s c u l p t e d v e r s i o n s of the 
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images f o r t h e i r houses or i n s t i t u t i o n a l b u i l d i n g s i n which 

they had the ch o i c e of d e c o r a t i v e elements. 

In s t r i k i n g c o n t r a s t t o Flaxman's emphasis on the design's 

f u t u r e u s e f u l n e s s , was t h e i r c r i t i c a l r e c e p t i o n . Where Robert 

Adam hoped h i s Ruins of S p a l a t r o would promise 'an Age of 

P e r f e c t i o n ' , 1 0 J.C. F i o r i l l o thought Flaxman's i l l u s t r a t i o n s 

ushered i n that age. He wrote 'a s h i n i n g s t a r has r i s e n i n 

England's a r t i s t i c heaven. May h i s (Flaxman's) a r r i v a l announce 

the dawn of a marvellous p e r i o d of a r t . ' 1 1 When the a r c h i t e c t 

Robert Smirke saw Flaxman's c l a s s i c a l designs he too immediately 

made an a s s o c i a t i o n between the l i n e engravings and the l i n e 

drawings of a n c i e n t Greek a r t . Although he thought Flaxman's 

works had a 'forced s i m p l i c i t y ' , t h i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c , he 

suggested, was 'very proper to the designs when t r e a t e d a f t e r 

the manner of antique d e s i g n s . ' 1 2 Goethe made analogous 

o b s e r v a t i o n s i n h i s 1799 a r t i c l e which d e a l t l a r g e l y with 

Flaxman's Dante drawings. He d e s c r i b e d Flaxman's economy of 

means i n the Dante drawings as 'naivety' and commented on h i s 

' g i f t of adopting the innocence of the o l d e r I t a l i a n S c h o o l . ' 1 3 

Flaxman's f r i e n d George Romney was d e l i g h t e d to r e p o r t that 

the Homer engravings were ' o u t l i n e s without shadow, but i n the 

s t y l e of a n c i e n t a r t . They are simple, grand, and pure... 

They look as i f they had been made i n the age, when Homer 

w r o t e . ' 1 4 

The v a l i d i t y of Flaxman's p l a c e i n d i s c u s s i o n s of a n c i e n t 

a r t was questioned on the b a s i s of the q u a l i t y of the engraved 
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l i n e by George Cumberland i n h i s Thoughts on o u t l i n e s c u l p t u r e ,  

and the system t h a t guided the a n c i e n t a r t i s t s i n composing  

t h e i r f i g u r e s and groups i n 1796. He mentioned 'the very 

t a s t e f u l Homer and Aeschylus by Mr. Flaxman' and the then 

r e c e n t l y p u b l i s h e d S i r W i l l i a m Hamilton's C o l l e c t i o n of Engravings 

... of h i s second c o l l e c t i o n but c r i t i c i z e d the engravings i n 

the l a t t e r because they had ' o u t l i n e s t h i c k and t h i n a l t e r ­

n a t e l y ' and not the u n i f o r m l y t h i c k l i n e s he had c o r r e c t l y 

observed on a n c i e n t vases. The l a s t Hamilton volume, he wrote, 

'... seems to have given the death's blow to a l l hope of ever 

s e e i n g a f a i t h f u l t r a c i n g of any o u t l i n e design on c o p p e r p l a t e ' . 

Cumberland upheld the view t h a t to be t r u l y i n the a n c i e n t 

s t y l e l i n e width should not vary. In h i s (Cumberland's) o p i n i o n , 

Flaxman had missed t h i s most important c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of a n c i e n t 

drawing.15 

P a r a d o x i c a l l y , the Homer i l l u s t r a t i o n s were a l s o c r i t i c i z e d 

f o r too c l o s e l y resembling a n c i e n t a r t . The d i a r i s t Joseph 

F a r i n g t o n wrote i n December 1795 that the designs were ' s t r i c t l y 

formed on the Greek model... each circumstance being dopied 

from some a u t h o r i t y . ' 1 6 In January 1797 he recorded t h a t the 

E n g l i s h p a i n t e r John Hoppner b e l i e v e d that the designs 'were 

a l l borrowed and p u r l o i n e d from a v a r i e t y of t h i n g s which he 

(Flaxman) has seen. He (Flaxman) has nothing o r i g i n a l about 

him'.17 indeed the r a t h e r obvious correspondence of Flaxman's 

U l y s s e s f o l l o w i n g the Car of Nausecaa Odyssey 11 and one from 

Hamilton's C o l l e c t i o n of Engravings has a l r e a d y been noted. 
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When comparing Flaxman's o u t l i n e s and A.J. Ca r s t e n ' s l i n e 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s t o Les Argonautes (1799) C a r s t e n ' s engraver Koch 

wrote t h a t as t h i s work was more ' p a i n t e r l y ' than Flaxman's i t 

would be p r e f e r r e d by connoisseurs ( F i g u r e 60).18 Goethe more 

c o r r e c t l y suggested t h a t Flaxman's c l a s s i c a l l y i n s p i r e d designs 

had made Flaxman 'the i d o l of a l l the d i l e t t a n t e . ' 1 9 Having 

been nominated t h e i r i d o l Flaxman might have expected the 

d i l e t t a n t e to make him t h e i r most sought a f t e r i l l u s t r a t o r . 

Instead commissions a r i s i n g as a d i r e c t of the engraved designs 

seem to have been few. Prompted by the g e n e r a l l y e n t h u s i a s t i c 

e a r l y acceptance of the Homer and Dante designs he p u b l i s h e d , 

i n 1795, Compositions from the Trag e d i e s of Aeschylus with 

Tomaso P i r o l i engraving the 30 p l a t e s . The simple l i n e Flaxman 

used f o r c l a s s i c a l l y i n s p i r e d compositions was a s s o c i a t e d with 

him to the extent t h a t i n at l e a s t one i n s t a n c e he l o s t a 

commission. In 1804 i t was suggested that he i l l u s t r a t e S i r 

Walter S c o t t ' s Lay of the L o s t M i n s t r e l . S c o t t d e c l i n e d to 

engage Flaxman, reasoning t h a t he was 'too c l a s s i c a l to stoop 

to body f o r t h my G o t h i c b o r d e r e r s ' who might resemble 'the 

antique of Homer's heroes r a t h e r than the i r o n race of S a l -

vator',20 Had i t been o f f e r e d Flaxman may have d e c l i n e d such 

a commission. In 1807 Hayley was only a b l e t o persuade Flaxman 

to i l l u s t r a t e h i s e d i t i o n of M i l t o n ' s L a t i n poems because he 

was a c l o s e p e r s o n a l f r i e n d . Flaxman p r o t e s t e d t h a t : 'I have 

a l r e a d y s t a t e d my o b j e c t i o n s to make designs f o r the d e c o r a t i o n 

of p r i n t e d books - that I never have made any f o r such purposes 



t h a t i t i s a branch of a r t i n which I am not l i k e l y to succeed 

f o r want of p r a c t i c e , and the p r o d u c t i o n s i n which w i l l be 

regarded with a j e a l o u s eye by those to whom that department 

belongs'.21 Flaxman c l e a r l y had l i t t l e i n t e r e s t i n a c a r e e r as 

a book i l l u s t r a t o r . When he p u b l i s h e d h i s s e r i e s of Compositions  

from the Works and Days and Theogony of Hesiod i n 1817 the 

ch o i c e s of s u b j e c t s and the smal l income from t h e i r s a l e were 

h i s . 

Rather than p u r s u i n g commissions f o r i l l u s t r a t i o n upon the 

Flaxmans' r e t u r n to England i n 1794, he r e e s t a b l i s h e d h i s 

p r a c t i c e as a s c u l p t o r hoping f o r g r e a t e r p e r s o n a l r e c o g n i t i o n 

than h i s i n d i v i d u a l e f f o r t s had r e c e i v e d seven years b e f o r e . 

His ambition was to c a p i t a l i z e on h i s designs by t r a n s l a t i n g 

them i n t o stone. T h e i r s u i t a b i l i t y suggested to Lord B r i s t o l 

t h a t r e l i e f s based on the Homer designs would be a p p r o p r i a t e 

f o r d e c o r a t i n g the Rotunda of Ickworth House, which was to 

house the Fury of Athamas. I r o n i c a l l y , however, the a c t u a l 

p r o d u c t i o n of the r e l i e f s was not accomplished by Flaxman but 

by the C a r a b e l l i b r o t h e r s i n 1800 and 1803. S i m i l a r l y , when, 

i n 1809, Flaxman designed anew a f r i e z e on the s u b j e c t s of 

Anc i e n t and Modern Drama f o r Covent Garden Theatre the a c t u a l 

p r o d u c t i o n of the r e l i e f s was accomplished by John C h a r l e s 

R o s s i , protege' of i t s a r c h i t e c t Robert Smirke. As he worked, 

R o s s i i s r e p o r t e d to have spoken 'of the l i t t l e power Flaxman 

has i n working upon marble of stone. H i s power i s c o n f i n e d t o 

de s i g n i n g and modelling'.22 T h i s view was somewhat r e s t r i c t i v e . 
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Long b e f o r e 1809 Flaxman had proven h i m s e l f more than j u s t 

a d esigner and modeller. H i s major work the monument f o r the 

tomb of W i l l i a m , f i r s t E a r l of M a n s f i e l d ( F i g u r e 21) had been 

i n s t a l l e d i n Westminster Abbey i n 1801. The Fury of Athamas 

upon which he had pinned h i s hopes f o r r e c o g n i t i o n was v i r t u a l l y 

unknown. I t had been captured by French troops and f o l l o w i n g 

i t s e v entual i n s t a l l a t i o n i n Lord B r i s t o l ' s country house 

( a f t e r h i s death, as i t happened) remained out of the view of 

the general p u b l i c . Moreover, i t was never engraved. 

T y p i c a l l y , however, h i s f i r s t p r o j e c t s a f t e r h i s r e t u r n to 

London had been more modest than e i t h e r of these. The monument 

to Mrs. Mary Blackshaw (Mary Lushington) ( F i g u r e 61) f o r example 

was begun i n 1798 and completed the f o l l o w i n g year. I t i s not, 

a d i r e c t t r a n s l a t i o n of a Homer design i n t o stone and y e t , when 

con s i d e r e d i n t h e i r context, v a r i o u s of the elements are f a m i l i a r : 

the frame surrounding the f i g u r e s i s formed with a wide moulding 

comprised of c o n c e n t r i c a r c s r e m i n i s c e n t of the a r c i n g p a r a l l e l 

l i n e h a t c h i n g Flaxman used to r e p r e s e n t the heavens i n I l i a d 6, 

J u p i t e r Sending the E v i l Dream to Agamemnon ( F i g u r e 57);, the 

g r i e v i n g f i g u r e p o s i t i o n e d over the l i d of a sarcophagus r e c a l l s 

A c h i l l e s i n a semiprone p o s i t i o n over the dead P a t r o c l u s i n I l i a d 

31, T h e t i s B r i n g i n g the Armour to A c h i l l e s ( F i g u r e 1); the 

f i g u r e s are disposed i n a manner that c r e a t e s a composition 

resembling Odyssey 7, Penelope's Dream ( F i g u r e 62);and the 

winged angel i s analogous to the Minerva f i g u r e with d r a p e r i e s 

a f l u t t e r to i n d i c a t e f l i g h t . For t h i s new composition, rendered 
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as a bas r e l i e f , Flaxman was not r e q u i r e d to study l i v e models, 

contemporary or a n c i e n t works or engravings from them. H i s own 

c l a s s i c a l l y i n s p i r e d designs p r o v i d e d the components. 

Once p u b l i s h e d as engravings, the designs were no longer 

Flaxman's p r i v a t e quarry f o r f i g u r a l m o t i f s . They f e l l r a t h e r 

i n t o the catagory of p a t t e r n books, a k i n to Hamilton's C o l l e c t i o n  

of Vases ... or the engraved sources Wedgwood kept f o r the 

i n s p i r a t i o n of h i s a r t i s t s . 2 3 The s u i t a b i l i t y of Flaxman's 

designs f o r a d a p t a t i o n i n t o new works was r e c o g n i z e d by a r t i s t s 

of a l l ages. The young German p a i n t e r P h i l i p Otto Runge even 

suggested t h a t now that he had Flaxman's i l l u s t r a t i o n s he need 

no longer r e f e r to c o p i e s of E t r u s c a n vases f o r i n s p i r a t i o n . 2 4 

Flaxman's Leucothea P r e s e r v i n g U l y s s e s , Odyssey 9 ( F i g u r e 63) 

has been suggested as a p o s s i b l e source f o r the c e n t r a l f i g u r e 

i n Runge's Morning ( F i g u r e 64).25 with the p e r s p e c t i v e of an 

e s t a b l i s h e d a r t i s t Jacques L o u i s David was r e p o r t e d to have 

s a i d somewhat p r o p h e t i c a l l y of the then newly p u b l i s h e d Aeschylus 

and Homer desi g n s , "Cet ouvrage f e r a f a i r e des tableaux."26 

David h i m s e l f proved h i s own f o r e s i g h t . In a sketchbook 

(now i n the Mus£e des Beaux-Arts i n L i l l e ) f i l l e d i n the 1790's 

he worked out c o m p o s i t i o n a l d e t a i l s f o r h i s Les Sabines.27 p o r 

t h i s work ( F i g u r e 65) he drew f i g u r e s of a w a r r i o r ( F i g u r e 66) 

which are v a r i a t i o n s of the c e n t r a l c h a r a c t e r ( A c h i l l e s ) i n 

Flaxman's design from I l i a d 33, A c h i l l e s Contending with the  

R i v e r s ( F i g u r e 30). S i m i l a r l y , the composition f o r Les Sabines 

was drawn from the F i g h t f o r the Body of P a t r o c l u s I l i a d 26 
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( F i g u r e 67). David e l a b o r a t e d the image by adding many i n d i v i d u a l 

combatants to the soon to c l a s h armies and by p r o v i d i n g an 

a r c h i t e c t u r a l background. David's Les Sabines, based upon 

components taken from the Homer engravings, a p p a r e n t l y i n t r i g u e d 

the s c u l p t o r as the f i n i s h e d scheme was to reappear i n a 

subsequent Flaxman d e s i g n . 

In 1810 Flaxman began work on the design of a S h i e l d of  

A c h i l l e s t o be drawn from the d e s c r i p t i o n given by Homer i n 

Book XVIII of the I l i a d . 2 7 Design alone took e i g h t years, i n 

p a r t at l e a s t , because of the care Flaxman took i n r e l a t i n g 

v i s u a l image to t e x t . Included was a r a t h e r two dimensional 

v e r s i o n of David's b a t t l e scene drawn f i r s t on a s t r a i g h t 

ground l i n e ( F i g u r e 68) and then f i t t e d to the c i r c u l a r format 

of the s h i e l d ( F i g u r e 69). For twenty-four drawings of d e t a i l s 

and f i v e models i n c l u d i n g the f i n a l one the f i r m of R u n d e l l , 

B r i d g e and R u n d e l l , goldsmiths t o r o y a l t y , p a i d Flaxman 600 

g u i n e a s . 2 8 The s i l v e r - g i l t o r i g i n a l was purchased by King 

George IV ( i n c e l e b r a t i o n of h i s s u c c e s s i o n to the throne i n 

1820) and s i l v e r v e r s i o n s by the Duke of York (now i n the 

Huntington A r t G a l l e r y i n San Marino), the Duke of Northumberland 

and the E a r l of Lonsdale. Each s h i e l d c o n tained over 600 

ounces of s i l v e r and represented many hours of work of Ru n d e l l 

s i l v e r smiths. There are a l s o p l a s t e r and bronze v e r s i o n s . In 

h i s biography Cunningham r e c o r d s that Flaxman was ' j u s t l y 

proud' of t h i s 'magnificent' p i e c e which was 'considered by 

many as one of the a r t i s t ' s most s u c c e s s f u l w o r k s . ' 2 9 
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To r e t u r n to the theme of the i n f l u e n c e of Flaxman's 

engravings on French a r t i s t s , Sarah Symmons contends t h a t , " I t 

was i n France that h i s work provoked the most f r u i t f u l i m i t a t i o n 

and r e s e a r c h throughout the n i n e t e e n t h century. From David to 

Degas Flaxman's o u t l i n e s r e t a i n e d t h e i r importance and the 

a r t i s t h i m s e l f was always an o b j e c t of admiration."30 one such 

was F r a n c o i s Rude who was commissioned, d u r i n g h i s e x i l e a f t e r 

Waterloo, to the decorate the e x t e r i o r of the Chateau de Tervueren 

i n B r u s s e l s . 3 1 As a s c u l p t o r h i m s e l f he r e a l i z e d the p o t e n t i a l 

of Flaxman's l i n e engravings f o r t r a n s l a t i o n i n t o bas r e l i e f s . 

H i s A c h i l l e s d e p l o r e 1'enterrement de B r i s e i s ( F i g u r e 70) was 

d e r i v e d from the Departure of B r i s e i s from the Tent of A c h i l l e s 

( F i g u r e 3 5 ) ( I l i a d 3 ) . A p r e p a r a t o r y sketch f o r the r e l i e f 

c l e a r l y shows that while i n s p i r e d by Flaxman's work Rude d i d 

not t r a c e h i s f i g u r e s but r a t h e r chose to c r e a t e anew adopting 

s i m i l a r poses and gestures and s i g n i f i c a n t l y a v i s u a l means 

a k i n to Flaxman's l i n e ( F i g u r e 71). In a d d i t i o n , by r e a r r a n g i n g 

the f i g u r e s and drawing c l o s e r them together, Rude was able to 

e l i m i n a t e the apparent d i v i s i o n of the l e f t and r i g h t s i d e s of 

the o r i g i n a l i n which Flaxman had l e s s s u c c e s s f u l l y u n i t e d the 

s i d e s by adding h o r i z o n t a l h a t c h i n g . I f the r e l i e f was Rude's, 

the f i g u r e s and v i s u a l means Rude used to e s t a b l i s h h i s c o n c e p t i o n 

were Flaxman's. 

The second a r t i s t , Antoine Gros, concentrated not on 

a l t e r i n g Flaxman's compositions to f i t h i s own purpose but 

r a t h e r on i n d i v i d u a l f i g u r e s . 3 2 In h i s sketchbooks Gros f o l l o w e d 
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a procedure s i m i l a r t o that of Flaxman by assembling on a s i n g l e 

sheet i n d i v i d u a l f i g u r e s from a v a r i e t y of sources. However, 

i n s t e a d of adopting the work of a v a r i e t y of other a r t i s t s Gros 

drew f i g u r e s with some p a r t i c u l a r q u a l i t y from a number of the 

Homer des i g n s . F i g u r e 72 f o r example d i s p l a y s f i v e f i g u r e s 

t r a c e d from Flaxman's Odyssey s e r i e s . A l l f i v e are s t a n d i n g , 

draped f i g u r e s with heads bowed forward. S i m i l a r l y i n f i g u r e 

73. Gros has accumulated three g e s t u r i n g f i g u r e s with f l u t t e r i n g 

drapery. The c o n t r a s t between these s t u d i e s of types and 

Gros's standard means of p i c t o r i a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i s d r a m a t i c a l l y 

demonstrated i n F i g u r e 74 where one of a s e r i e s of seated 

f i g u r e s i s rendered on a page below a remarkably vigourous 

shaded study of a horse. These l i n e drawings would seem to 

have been t r a c e d with great care i n an e f f o r t to f i x impressions 

of p a r t i c u l a r types of f i g u r e s i n Gros' mind without h i s r e s o r t i n g 

t o time consuming s t u d i e s of l i v e models or other a r t i s t s works. 

The t h i r d French a r t i s t a s s o c i a t e d with Flaxman's work 

was, of course, Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres.33 H i s p e r s o n a l 

l i b r a r y as preserved i n the Mus£e Ingres i n Montauban c o n t a i n s 

s i x of the p u b l i s h e d works of Flaxman i n c l u d i n g the i l l u s t r a t i o n s 

t o the I l i a d , Odyssey, and D i v i n e Comedy. From these Ingres 

drew i n s p i r a t i o n . Soon a f t e r the t u r n of the e i g h t e e n t h century 

he had been c o n s i d e r i n g a new work J u p i t e r and T h e t i s . The 

concept he s e t t l e d upon and developed i n t o the f i n a l work 

( F i g u r e 75) appeared soon a f t e r 1805 as d i d c o i n c i d e n t a l l y a 

new e d i t i o n of the Homer engravings p u b l i s h e d i n London by 
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Longman. To supplement the o r i g i n a l 34, f i v e new designs by 

Flaxman had been added i n c l u d i n g T h e t i s E n t r e a t i n g J u p i t e r to  

Honor A c h i l l e s ( I l i a d 5) ( F i g u r e 76). Symmons has i n f e r r e d 

from the resemblance of Flaxman's and Ingres' s u p p l i a n t T h e t i s 

f i g u r e s , with sinuous necks and heads t i l t e d back, that Ingres 

probably a c q u i r e d one of these new Longman Odyssey's and drew 

h i s T h e t i s from i t . To complete the composition Ingres c o n t r a s t e d 

t h i s s o f t , contoured T h e t i s f i g u r e with a more muscular, angular, 

and dominating male f i g u r e analogous to J u p i t e r i n The C o u n c i l  

of the Gods, I l i a d 9 ( F i g u r e 77). 

Ingres' own hard edge s t y l e may a l s o have d e r i v e d from h i s 

a p p r e c i a t i o n of Flaxman's i l l u s t r a t i o n s . 3 4 In h i s methodical 

p r o d u c t i o n of a new p a i n t i n g Ingres f r e q u e n t l y made notes about 

h i s a t t i t u d e s toward i t . Of T h e t i s ' appearance he wrote: 'La 

beaute s' a s s o c i e a l a jeunesse...La gorge des d e e s e s 3 5 l a 

nature de d e s s i n pour b l a n c ' 3 6 and d i r e c t l y to the p o i n t 'La 

beaute dans l e s ouvrages de l ' a r t e s t l a premiere chose [,] 

e l l e d o i t dominer sur t o u t [ ; ] l a c o u l e u r blanche e s t a d o p t e e 

comme l a p l u s b e l l e pour l e s a n c i e n s [ . ] ' 3 7 The very whiteness 

upon which Ingres f i x e d h i s a t t e n t i o n and which he b e l i e v e d 

most a p p r o p r i a t e f o r the s u b j e c t i s perhaps the most conspicuous 

q u a l i t y of Flaxman's engraved de s i g n s . The E n g l i s h a r t i s t 

d e f i n e d h i s f i g u r e s on the white f i e l d of the p i c t u r e with t h i n 

b l a c k l i n e s . Ingres rendered h i s f i g u r e s by p a i n t i n g them i n 

l i g h t , c o n s i s t a n t tones on a c o n t r a s t i n g ground a p p a r e n t l y so 

h i s p a i n t i n g s would g i v e a comparable impression of p r e c i s i o n . 
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The r e l a t i v e m e r i t s of the two a r t i s t s were c o n s i d e r e d i n 

L ' A r t i s t e i n 1833. Flaxman's Dante, Homer, and Aeschylus were 

s a i d to possess: "...une grande purete; une grande f i n e s s e , une 

t r e s grande s o i n . Nul d e s s i n p l u s que c e l u i de Flaxman n ' 

exige absolument toutes ces qualit£s; l a s6v£rite' des l i g n e s , 

l a s i m p l i c i t y des contours font l e grand c a r a c t e r e de ses 

compositions; l a moindre a l t e r a t i o n de ces graves et purs 

p r o f i l s en f e r a i t de r i d i c u l e s s i l h o u e t t e s d' ombres c h i n o i s . " 3 8 

Having p l a c e d the c o n s t r a i n t upon the use of Flaxman's designs 

- t h a t i f they are s u b j e c t e d to the l e a s t a l t e r a t i o n they 

become r i d i c u l o u s s i l h o u e t t e s - l i t t l e wonder that when Flaxman's 

use of l i n e and Ingres' use of c o l o u r are compared Flaxman was 

upheld as having the b e t t e r i n s t i n c t s . The w r i t e r noted : 

"Ingres, dont l e genie n'est pas sans de nombreux r a p p o r t s avec 

l e s i e n , a compris a u s s i de meme q u ' i l n' a v a i t r i e n a demeler 

avec l a c o u l e u r ; mais i l n' a pas eu l e bon i n s t i n c t , comrae 

Flaxman, de renoncer k l a p e i n t u r e et de s' en t e n i r au d e s s i n , 

au bas - r e l i e f , k l a s t a t u a i r e . " 3 y As much as p r a i s i n g Flaxman, 

the author i m p l i e s that the s c u l p t o r ' s method of d e s i g n i n g with 

l i n e was best a p p l i e d to bas r e l i e f or s t a t u t o r y . Ingres, the 

p a i n t e r , was to show h i s agreement many years l a t e r . 

In the year Flaxman d i e d , 1826, Ingres r e c e i v e d a commission 

f o r h i s f i r s t v e r s i o n of L'Apotheose d'Homere. At t h i s time he 

must have been somewhat ambivalent i n h i s f e e l i n g s about the 

s c u l p t o r ' s importance. Although i t was c o n s i d e r e d f o r i n c l u s i o n , 

Flaxman's p o r t r a i t does not appear i n t h i s work. Only a f t e r 
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many years r e f l e c t i o n on h i s own work d i d Ingres i n c l u d e Flaxman 

i n a second work on the same theme Homere D 6 i f i 6 . T h i s semi-

a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l work was completed only two years b e f o r e the 

p a i n t e r ' s death i n 1867. In i t were p o r t r a i t s of those people 

Ingres judged to have c o n t r i b u t e d to the continued p o p u l a r i t y 

of Homer and thus to the c r e d i b i l i t y of h i s s u b j e c t . The 

personages i n c l u d e d Longinus, 1st Century A.D. author of On the  

Sublime a work which threw r e a l l i g h t on what c o n s t i t u t e d 

l i t e r a r y g reatness, M m e D a c i e r t r a n s l a t o r of Homer i n t o French, 

and Flaxman the a r t i s t whose designs had p r o v i d e d readers with 

images to complement the Homeric t e x t s . The only v i s u a l works 

Ingres presented as r e c o g n i z a b l e s p e c i f i c sources i n Homere  

D£if± 6 are Flaxman's c l a s s i c a l o u t l i n e s adapted to form the 

f r i e z e of the b u i l d i n g i n the background ( F i g u r e 78). 

As a r e s u l t of the r e c o g n i t i o n he r e c e i v e d when he r e t u r n e d 

home to England, Flaxman found h i m s e l f i n a p o s i t i o n to be of 

d i r e c t i n f l u e n c e over more, p a r t i c u l a r l y young, a r t i s t s than he 

was on the c o n t i n e n t , where he was known almost e x c l u s i v e l y 

through the d i s t r i b u t i o n of h i s engraved designs. In 1797 he 

was e l e c t e d a s s o c i a t e of the Royal Academy and three years 

l a t e r a f u l l Royal Academician. He was i n v i t e d to g i v e evidence 

to a House of Commons Committee c o n s i d e r i n g the purchase of the 

E l g i n m a r b l e s . 4 0 In 1810 John Flaxman R.A. became the Academy's 

f i r s t P r o f e s s o r of S c u l p t u r e , 4 ! which r e q u i r e d him to present 

s i x l e c t u r e s a year. 
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John Flaxman's L e c t u r e s on S c u l p t u r e ... As d e l i v e r e d  

b e f o r e the P r e s i d e n t and Members of the Royal Academy, 4 2 p u b l i s h e d 

i n 1829 g i v e h i s p e r s p e c t i v e s on a r t , the a c q u i s i t i o n of a r t i s t i c 

s k i l l s and the c o n s t r u c t i o n of new works. "We must a v a i l 

o u r s e l v e s of the s t u d i e s and p r a c t i c e of the most c e l e b r a t e d 

a r t i s t s , ' 4 3 he wrote. H i s own s t u d i e s of the a n c i e n t works 

with which h i s contemporaries had a s s o c i a t e d with h i s own 

o u t l i n e i l l u s t r a t i o n s had l e d him to b e l i e v e that the crudeness 

of a n c i e n t s c u l p t u r e or b a r b a r i c s c u l p t u r e was a t t r i b u t a b l e to 

a l a c k of s c i e n t i f i c knowledge i n the form of anatomy, geometry, 

mathematics, p r o p o r t i o n e t c . 4 4 The d e f i c i e n c i e s of these 

e a r l i e s t works were r e s o l v e d through the a p p l i c a t i o n of the two 

s c i e n c e s a r i t h m e t i c and geometry: 'by a r i t h m e t i c , the p r o p o r t i o n s 

of the human f i g u r e and other animals are reckoned, and the 

q u a n t i t i e s of bodies, s u p e r f i c i e s , or l i g h t and shade a s c e r t a i n e d ; 

geometry g i v e s l i n e s and diagrams f o r the motions, o u t l i n e , and 

drapery of the f i g u r e , r e g u l a t e d by the harmony of agreeable 

p r o p o r t i o n s , or the o p p o s i t i o n of c o n t r a s t * . 4 5 For i n d i v i d u a l 

f i g u r e s he r e c a l l e d a d i a l o g u e of S o c r a t e s where he notes that 

the p h i l o s o p h e r and P a r r h a s i u s agree that 'the good and e v i l 

q u a l i t i e s of the s o u l may be represented i n the f i g u r e of man 

by p a i n t i n g ' . 4 6 Subsequently he expressed the p r i n c i p l e i n h i s 

own words: 'Expression d i s t i n g u i s h e s the s p e c i e s of a c t i o n i n 

the whole and i n a l l the p a r t s ; i n the f a c e s , f i g u r e s , limbes 

( s i c ) , and e x t r e m i t i e s ' . 4 7 When assembling i n t o a new composition 

f i g u r e s c r e a t e d with every f e a t u r e c o n t r i b u t i n g to an e x p r e s s i o n 
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of the c h a r a c t e r ' s s o u l the a r t i s t should again be m i n d f u l of 

a n c i e n t a r t : 'The c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of G r e c i a n composition, i n 

the best ages, are s i m p l i c i t y and d i s t i n c t n e s s ... Where the 

s t o r y does not r e q u i r e much a c t i o n , i t i s t o l d by g e n t l e 

movements, and the f i g u r e s , whether grouped or s i n g l e , have a 

s u f f i c i e n t p o r t i o n of p l a i n back-ground l e f t about them to 

show the general l i n e s with the forms of the limbs and d r a p e r i e s 

p e r f e c t l y i n t e l l i g i b l e . ' 4 8 

For the p r o d u c t i o n of a new work the i n s t a n t d e p i c t i n g 

'every a c t i o n i s more p e r f e c t as i t comprehends an i n d i c a t i o n 

of the past, with a c e r t a i n t y of the end, i n the moment c h o s e n ' . 4 9 

Of p a r t i c u l a r r e l e v a n c e to h i s intended purpose f o r the Homer 

designs i s a comment on basso r e l i e v o . He wrote, 'The s p e c i e s 

of s c u l p t u r e i s not intended to be seen i n many views l i k e the 

e n t i r e group; but i t has t h i s advantage, that more groups then 

one may be on the same back-ground, and sometimes a s u c c e s s i o n 

of events i n the same s t o r y ; a g r e a t e r f o r c e i s given to harmony, 

or c o n t r a s t of l i n e s by the number of groups and f i g u r e s as 

w e l l as the p r o j e c t i o n of t h e i r shadows.' 5 0 The c r i t i c a l 

a c c l a i m Flaxman accrued from the i l l u s t r a t i o n s was not maintained 

i n England, being r e p l a c e d d u r i n g h i s l i f e t i m e by a r e p u t a t i o n 

as a s c u l p t o r . To f o l l o w G e r a l d B e n t l e y ' s f i g u r e s only 656 

c o p i e s of the Longman Homer i l l u s t r a t i o n s were s o l d between 

1805 and 1828. 51 By the l a t t e r p a r t of the 19th Century a l l 

Flaxman's works were reviewed almost a p o l o g e t i c a l l y . For 

example, E.S. Roscoe wrote, '[Flaxman's] works appeal to the 
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c u l t u r e d minds of a very s m a l l number ...'52 ^ the tu r n of the 

20th century Flaxman's v i s u a l means of i l l u s t r a t i o n had been 

reduced t o the form s u i t a b l e f o r cartoons such as the one by 

P h i l May represented by F i g u r e 79. When compared with Flaxman's 

designs of a century b e f o r e the l i n e engraving, heavy d r a p e r i e s , 

p a r a l l e l h a t c h i n g , minimal background presence of p h y s i c a l 

types r a t h e r than i n d i v i d u a l s are f a m i l i a r but Flaxman's s e r i o u s 

i n t e n t has been r e p l a c e d by s o c i a l s a t i r e . 
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CHAPTER V 

Having examined the i n t e l l e c t u a l context, h i s t o r y and 

i n f l u e n c e of the Homer designs, i t i s necessary to a p p r a i s e 

Flaxman's achievement i n producing a s e r i e s of images t h a t to 

t h i s day r e t a i n t h e i r c a p t i v a t i n g f r e s h n e s s and v i g o u r . L u c i d l y 

conceived and u n c l u t t e r e d by s u p e r f l u o u s d e t a i l , the engravings 

not only i l l u m i n a t e Homer and h i s s t o r i e s , but a l s o e x p l o r e the 

nature of man. Indeed, they seem to be documents r e c o r d i n g a 

s o c i e t y with an o b j e c t i v e , s c i e n t i f i c p r e c i s i o n t h a t i s f a r 

removed from the a n c i e n t d e c o r a t i v e a r t by which they were 

p a r t l y i n s p i r e d . Instead the l i n e engravings form a compendium 

of the Homeric e p i c s and, i n the s p i r i t of i n t e l l e c t u a l enquiry 

t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e d 18th Century thought, seemingly present the 

essence of humanity without the d i s t r a c t i o n of i t s m a t e r i a l 

substance. 

John Flaxman's 1792 Homer designs embodied h i s experience 

accumulated d u r i n g h i s f i r s t 15 years i n h i s f a t h e r s ' c a s t and 

model shop, f o u r years at the Royal Academy, 12 years as a 

designer f o r J o s i a h Wedgwood (a l e a d e r i n the development of 

i n d u s t r i a l methods of mass p r o d u c t i o n ) , and f i v e years study i n 

I t a l y . D e s p i t e the prominence of commercial c o n s t r i c t i o n s 

c r i t i c i s m of the engravings has c entred on t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p 

with the work of a n c i e n t and contemporary a r t i s t s . That i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n , however, overlooks h i s more p r o s a i c and p r a c t i c a l 

approach. While i n Wedgwood's employ, Flaxman had developed 

h i s l i n e a r s t y l e as both a means of c r e a t i v e e x p r e s s i o n , and of 

t e c h n i c a l communication to the i n d u s t r i a l i s t and h i s p o t t e r s , 
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p a r a l l e l i n g the w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d use of drawing/engraving i n 

the 18th Century as the medium f o r t r a n s m i t t i n g e s s e n t i a l 

i d e a s . I t i s i n t h i s context that Flaxman's Homer i l l u s t r a t i o n s 

e s s e n t i a l l y belong, having been completed r a p i d l y by an accom­

p l i s h e d i n d u s t r i a l d e signer and intended f o r t r a n s l a t i o n i n t o 

o ther a r t i s t i c media. 

Flaxman's g o a l , as he i n d i c a t e d to Hayley, was to 'show 

how any s t o r y may be represented i n a s e r i e s of compositions on 

p r i n c i p l e s of the a n c i e n t s . ' 1 The e x p r e s s i o n 'on p r i n c i p l e s of 

the a n c i e n t s ' d i d not p r e c l u d e the i n c l u s i o n of anything t h a t 

c o u l d be adapted to present an appearance a p p r o p r i a t e f o r the 

Homeric e p i c s . H i s a d a p t a t i o n s and i n n o v a t i o n s were many: , 

a l t e r a t i o n s of the focus and d e t a i l of the s t o r i e s , i n c l u s i o n 

of c o m p o s i t i o n a l schemes unknown to Homer's time; novel d e v i c e s 

i n h i g h a r t such as the h o r i z o n t a l h a t c h i n g (more u s u a l l y 

employed i n 18th Century books of engravings of a n c i e n t a r t ) ; 

t a k i n g of 'short c u t s ' such as the e x c l u s i o n of h e a v i l y decorated 

d r a p e r i e s (even though a n c i e n t vases o f t e n show i t ) ; and, l a s t 

but not l e a s t , s e l e c t i o n of the engraving process, a mass 

p r o d u c t i o n method, i t s e l f unknown i n Homer's time. C l e a r l y , t o 

Flaxman, "on p r i n c p l e s of the a n c i e n t s " d i d not mean d e t a i l e d 

r e p r o d u c t i o n of a n c i e n t compositions. He was n e i t h e r simply 

adopting a n c i e n t or e a r l y I t a l i a n a r t as models nor attempting 

to c r e a t e a s e r i e s of images c o n t r i v e d to be i n d i s t i n g u s h a b l e 

from a n c i e n t work. Runge, commenting i n a l e t t e r of 1800, 

observed, 'My God, I have never seen t h i s k i n d of t h i n g b e f o r e 
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i n my l i f e ; the drawings on E t r u s c a n vases completely p a l e by 

comparison'. 2 indeed, the Homer i l l u s t r a t i o n s were q u i t e 

u n l i k e the E t r u s c a n designs, i n no s m a l l p a r t because Flaxman 

had employed the methods and p r i n c i p l e s u t i l i z e d by h i s own 

contemporaries f o r the c l e a r e x p r e s s i o n of e s s e n t i a l i d e a s . 

By comparison, i n the s c u l p t u r a l s i d e of h i s p r a c t i c e 

Flaxman c l e a r l y d i s t i n g u i s h e d the d i f f e r e n t purposes to which 

shaded p i c t o r i a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s and l i n e diagrams should be 

put. The conceptual scheme f o r a monument to the poet W i l l i a m 

C o l l i n s i n F i g u r e 22 c o n t a i n s a study i n pen and ink and wash 

of the f i g u r e s to be represented i n a bas r e l i e f , and a l i n e 

drawing i n pen and ink without shadow. At the top i s a p i c t u r e , 

'a g r a p h i c d e s c r i p t i o n . . . capable of suggesting a mental image' 3 

of the f i n i s h e d r e s u l t . At the bottom i s a diagram, 'an i l l u s ­

t r a t i v e f i g u r e g i v i n g an o u t l i n e or general scheme of an o b j e c t 

and i t s v a r i o u s p a r t s . ' 4 The d i s t i n c t i o n i s i n s t r u c t i v e . As 

the notes on the sheet d e s c r i b e , the top, with i t s e n l i v e n i n g 

d e t a i l , and shading was i n c l u d e d to g i v e h i s patrons a good 

id e a of what the f i n i s h e d r e l i e f would look l i k e and what each 

f i g u r e would r e p r e s e n t . By c o n t r a s t , the lower drawing, done 

i n Flaxman's own l i n e a r shorthand, shows only the r e l a t i v e 

p o s i t i o n s of the v a r i o u s p a r t s of the work. U n l i k e the r e n d e r i n g 

at the top of the sheet the bottom sketch i s only s u g g e s t i v e , 

l e a v i n g the p r o v i s i o n of d e t a i l to the i m a g i n a t i o n of the viewer. 

In a s i m i l a r f a s h i o n , Flaxman's Homer designs do not 

convey s u f f i c i e n t i n f o r m a t i o n f o r the viewers of them to c r e a t e 
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a mental image of c h a r a c t e r s he r e p r e s e n t s . Whereas Reynolds, 

f o r example, p o r t r a y e d people who had a c t u a l l y been seated 

b e f o r e him, n e i t h e r Flaxman nor anyone e l s e of h i s time had 

ever seen the people or gods d e s c r i b e d by Homer. The p o r t r a y a l 

of Homer's c h a r a c t e r s thus n e c e s s i t a t e d the use of d e t a i l s not 

from the t e x t s but r a t h e r from the a r t i s t ' s e x perience. Yet, 

Flaxman d i d not p r o v i d e d e t a i l . H i s d e p i c t i o n s were only 

s u g g e s t i v e , the f i n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n being l e f t to the i m a g i n a t i o n 

of the viewer. 

By e x t e n s i o n , i t would be i m p o s s i b l e f o r any viewer to 

r e c o n s t r u c t Homer's s t o r i e s by s t u d y i n g Flaxman's v i s u a l images. 

S t r i c t l y speaking Flaxman f a i l e d i n h i s attempt to 'show how 

any s t o r y ( i n p a r t i c u l a r the I l i a d and Odyssey) may be represented 

i n a s e r i e s of c o m p o s i t i o n s . . . ' 5 And y e t , as Reynolds noted, 

Homer was p a r t of 'the u s u a l course of r e a d i n g . ' For those 

a l r e a d y f a m i l i a r with the s t o r i e s , l i t e r a t e people, Flaxman's 

engraved designs c o u l d become a p l e a s a n t d i v e r s i o n as a k i n d of 

s e c u l a r Book of Hours. The images d i s p l a y , as the c a p t i o n s 

i n d i c a t e , A c h i l l e s ' f u r y , Penelope c o n f r o n t i n g the s u i t o r s , 

Argus' death or the King of the L e s t r i g e n s k i l l i n g a man, and 

the informed viewer i s s t i m u l a t e d to r e c a l l the t e x t u a l context. 

To a 20th century viewer, the d e p i c t i o n of events that 

o c c u r r e d t w e n t y - f i v e hundred years ago might seem to be pure 

escapism, a k i n to t a k i n g a s t r o l l through a great E n g l i s h 

N e o - C l a s s i c a l garden such as Stourhead with i t s c l a s s i c a l l y 

i n s p i r e d topography and a r c h i t e c t u r e ( F i g u r e 4 ) . But escapism, 
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a 20th Century word, i s f r e q u e n t l y a s s o c i a t e d with a c t i v i t i e s 

t h a t seem f r i v o l o u s or u n r e a l . I t s a p p l i c a t i o n here would not 

r e f l e c t a l a t e 18th Century p o i n t of view. For 18th Century 

observers, Homer was being s t u d i e d as a model f o r contemporary 

s o c i e t y . Robert Wood had w r i t t e n of Homer that 'whatever h i s 

pl a n of i n s t r u c t i o n , e i t h e r moral or p o l i t i c a l , might have been 

( f o r t o deny that he had any would be h i g h l y unreasonable), h i s 

ch o i c e of c h a r a c t e r s f o r the purpose never c a r r i e d him beyond 

Nature, and h i s own experience of l i f e . ' 6 Homer demonstrated 

a moral p o s i t i o n by i n c l u d i n g such c h a r a c t e r s as the ever f a i t h f u l 

Penelope. He even opened the s t o r y of the I l i a d by r e c o u n t i n g 

how a plague had b e f a l l e n the Greeks because t h e i r k i n g , 

Agamemnon, had re f u s e d to g i v e up the p r i e s t Chryses' daughter 

f o r ransom and thus offended the plague causing god A p o l l o . 

When c o n s i d e r i n g the I l i a d and Odyssey as p o l i t i c a l models, a 

reader cannot but n o t i c e that throughout both t a l e s of war, 

v i o l e n c e and upheaval the s t r u c t u r e of Homeric s o c i e t y remained 

secure. Gods always ranked be f o r e k i n g s , k i n g s b e f o r e heroes 

and heroes be f o r e o r d i n a r y men. U l y s s e s , the g r e a t e s t Homeric 

hero, the exemplar f o r a l l men, p r e v a i l s by overcoming the 

u p s t a r t s u i t o r s and r e s t o r i n g the o l d ord e r . I t i s of i n t e r e s t 

that i n Flaxman's i l l u s t r a t i o n s Gods are t y p i c a l l y d e p i c t e d 

p h y s i c a l l y above ki n g s who are, i n t u r n , above heroes who are, 

i n t u r n , shown above common men. In Homeric s o c i e t y human 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s are simple and d i r e c t and i t s h i e r a r c h i e s are 

maintained and f r e q u e n t l y demonstrated. Flaxman's designs 
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r e f l e c t these p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s of Homeric s o c i e t y . Had he 

l i v e d longer Wood might have regarded the engraved books of 

Flaxman's designs as v i s u a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s of Homer's moral 

and p o l i t i c a l i n s t r u c t i o n s . 

The evidence f o r Flaxman having i n t e n t i o n a l l y i n c l u d e d a 

p o l i t i c a l statement i n the Homer designs can only be regarded 

as c i r c u m s t a n t i a l . I t has been observed t h a t he showed l i t t l e 

i n t e r e s t i n p o l i t i c s i n the 1790's 7 but i t would be i n c o r r e c t 

t o assume t h a t he was p o l i t i c a l l y unaware. In h i s own i n v e n t o r y 

of p e r s o n a l . i t e m s taken to Rome he noted t h a t "amongst the 

Books are none e i t h e r R e l i g o u s ( s i c ) or P o l i t i c a l " . 8 These 

e x c l u s i o n s may simply r e p r e s e n t the prudent removal of m a t e r i a l 

which might have been c o n s i d e r e d c o n t r o v e r s i a l i n the f o r e i g n 

lands he was about to v i s i t . However, by 1794, as the Flaxmans 

prepared to leave Rome, h o l d i n g c e r t a i n p o l i t i c a l p o s i t i o n s 

c o u l d be dangerous. France was i n the midst of a r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

war that was a c t u a l l y accomplishing what the T r o j a n war had 

f a i l e d to a t t a i n , namely, the overthrow of the very s t r u c t u r e 

of s o c i e t y . The Flaxmans thus chose to a v o i d even the p o s s i b i l i t y 

of a c c i d e n t a l l y s t r a y i n g i n t o the main areas of c o n f l i c t by 

l e a v i n g I t a l y v i a Venice and t r a v e l l i n g north through Innsbruck, 

Augsburg and K a s s e l . 9 Flaxman was only to t r a v e l again i n 

France, b r i e f l y . In 1802 he v i s i t e d P a r i s t o see the works of 

a r t Napoleon had l o o t e d from conquered c o u n t r i e s . During t h a t 

v i s i t he had the o p p o r t u n i t y to meet David, but Flaxman r e f u s e d 
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f e e l i n g t h a t , as a r e s u l t of h i s p a r t i n the R e v o l u t i o n , the 

Frenchman's hands had been "dyed beyond p u r i f i c a t i o n . " 1 0 

By the time Flaxman had f i n i s h e d the Homer designs, h i s 

o b j e c t i v e s f o r them were much more mundane than as instruments 

of p o l i t i c a l i n s t r u c t i o n . In l a t e 1793 he i n t i m a t e d i n a 

l e t t e r to h i s c l o s e f r i e n d Hayley that he intended to e x p l o i t 

the designs i n the form of " s c u l p t u r e of d i f f e r e n t k i n d s " . 1 1 

T h i s suggests t h a t , as he worked on them, Flaxman came to 

c o n c e i v e of the Homer designs as working drawings to be used 

not only by an engraver to t r a n s l a t e i n t o h i s chosen medium but 

by Flaxman h i m s e l f to t r a n s l a t e i n t o a v a r i e t y of s c u l p t u r a l 

forms. Some of the designs were indeed rendered i n other media 

but t y p i c a l l y by other a r t i s t s . I t would appear that Flaxman 

had not a n t i c i p a t e d t h a t once p u b l i s h e d as l i n e engravings the 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s c o u l d be as u s e f u l a source of i n s p i r a t i o n by 

other a r t i s t s as he had hoped they would be f o r him. 

I t i s p a r a d o x i c a l t h a t the a c t u a l works t h a t so a t t r a c t e d 

these other a r t i s t s were executed not by Flaxman but by a 

s e r i e s of engravers. In the 1805 Longman e d i t i o n 1 2 f o u r engravers 

are represented: Tomaso P i r o l i , the engraver of the f i r s t 

e d i t i o n s , James Neagle, James Parker and W i l l i a m Blake who 

engraved the Flaxman compositions newly c r e a t e d f o r the 1805 

e d i t i o n . The engraver of each image i s i d e n t i f i e d at the lower 

r i g h t hand corner of the p l a t e . The Blake engravings o f f e r 

much g r e a t e r v a r i a t i o n i n l i n e width, extending from the use of 

dotted l i n e s f o r some d e t a i l s of musculature ( I l i a d 2, F i g u r e 
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37) to heavy ragged l i n e s f o r h o r i z o n t a l h a t c h i n g . He has a l s o 

represented shadow u s i n g not h o r i z o n t a l h a t c h i n g but a l i n e 

whose width i s s e v e r a l times that of the narrowest. Neagle and 

Parker together completely re-engraved the Odyssey f o r the 1805 

Longman e d i t i o n and Parker engraved three of the new designs 

f o r the I l i a d . Both men used v a r i a t i o n s i n l i n e width comparable 

to Blake's I l i a d a d d i t i o n s . Although the e f f e c t achieved by 

Blake and to a l e s s e r extent by Neagle and Parker i s perhaps 

more s u b t l e , even p r e t t y , i t was not as a r c h e o l o g i c a l l y c o r r e c t 

as P i r o l i ' s . The l i n e s of engraving from P i r o l i ' s s t u d i o 

maintained a more constant width. He and h i s a s s o c i a t e s were 

e i t h e r more c o n s e r v a t i v e or perhaps more conscious of the 

p o t e n t i a l p l a c e of the Flaxman Homer designs i n a l i b r a r y of 

contemporary a r c h a e o l o g i c a l t e x t s . 

L i n e drawing was, indeed, i n t i m a t e l y a s s o c i a t e d with the 

a n c i e n t s but i t was a l s o the v i s u a l language of c h o i c e i n the 

18th Century f o r the t r a n s m i s s i o n of e s s e n t i a l i d e a s , f o r 

i n s t r u c t i o n i n a wide v a r i e t y of f i e l d s i n c l u d i n g a r t , t e c h n i c a l 

and s c i e n t i f i c d i s c i p l i n e s . T h i s had been noted by Hogarth i n 

h i s A n a l y s i s of Beauty p a r t i c u l a r l y with r e f e r e n c e t o the 

use of l i n e t o diagram mathematical problems.13 Flaxman h i m s e l f 

saw l i n e i n a s i m i l a r context when he wrote 'geometry g i v e s 

l i n e s and diagrams f o r the motion, o u t l i n e and drapery of the 

f i g u r e ...'14 Once mass produced as engravings, the form i n 

which they were most widely known and i n f l u e n t i a l , Flaxman's 

o u t l i n e s were at once removed i n k i n d from one-off a r t i s t i c 
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works or diagrams. Those 2 l a t t e r r e q u i r e d p e r s o n a l study, 

but, by v i r t u e of t h e i r d i s t r i b u t i o n as engravings, the Homer 

designs c o u l d become instruments of i n s p i r a t i o n and i n s t r u c t i o n 

of e s t a b l i s h e d a r t i s t s and students a l i k e without the n e c e s s i t y 

of examining the o r i g i n a l drawings. The use of the Homer 

designs as a means of a c q u i r i n g a r t i s t i c s k i l l s p l a c e d them i n 

the category of books of i n s t r u c t i o n . T h e i r a s s o c i a t i o n with 

a n c i e n t work q u i c k l y e s t a b l i s h e d t h e i r c r e d i b i l i t y and once an 

a r t i s t such as David demonstrated t h e i r s u i t a b i l i t y i n the 

p r o d u c t i o n of new works they a l s o became an e s s e n t i a l a d d i t i o n 

t o the s t u d i o s of h i s s t u d e n t s . 

During the p e r i o d between the l a t e 1790's when David 

c r e a t e d Les Sabines and 1865, when Ingres as a mature p a i n t e r 

used Flaxman's designs as sources of imagery f o r h i s Homere  

D e i f i ^ , t here had been a s i g n i f i c a n t change i n the way l i n e 

engravings were viewed. Even though Les Sabines was based upon 

h i s own work Flaxman a p p a r e n t l y found i t s composition and 

d e t a i l s u f f i c i e n t l y f r e s h and v i g o r o u s to use them as the b a s i s 

of h i s own design f o r the S h i e l d of A c h i l l e s of 1810 to 1818. 

Some 50 years l a t e r when Ingres used the Homer designs to form 

the background of h i s Homere Delfl6 they had become a p a r t of 

the f o l k imagery, c r e a t e d i n an age beyond the memory of working 

a r t i s t s , and now forming not a b a s i s f o r new work but r a t h e r 

p r o v i d i n g images s u i t a b l e f o r the background. By u s i n g them, 

Ingres s y m b o l i c a l l y e s t a b l i s h e d the c r e d i b i l i t y of h i s s u b j e c t 
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and of h i m s e l f , an a r t i s t s whose t r a i n i n g was based i n the 

n e o - c l a s s i c a l t r a d i t i o n . 

When a r t i s t s such as David, Ingres, Rude and Gros began to 

use the Homer designs to c r e a t e new works, the images were 

f u l f i l l i n g a p a r t i c u l a r aspect of an o b j e c t i v e o f t e n expressed 

throughout Flaxman;s l i f e t i m e : t h a t e f f o r t should be d i r e c t e d 

toward the c u l t i v a t i o n of s o c i e t y . The engravings d i d , as 

Wedgwood hoped f o r h i s own work, d i f f u s e "a good t a s t e through 

the a r t s " by the "power of m u l t i p l y i n g c o p i e s of f i n e t h i n g s " . 1 5 

A f t e r Flaxman's death, the E n g l i s h p a i n t e r G.F. Watts (1817-1904) 

was to suggest that the w a l l s of s c h o o l s be adorned with the 

o u t l i n e s f o r the betterment of young s t u d e n t s . 1 6 

In 1927 W i l l i a m George Constable ended h i s biography of 

Flaxman with the wish that a r t i s t s and manufacturers might be 

brought as c l o s e together as they had been when Flaxman worked 

f o r Wedgwood. 1 7 The same might be s a i d of the Homer d e s i g n s . 

In h i s own l e c t u r e s b e f o r e the Royal Academy Flaxman was to 

note some years a f t e r the completion of the Homer designs t h a t 

i n a n c i e n t Greece p a i n t i n g and s c u l p t u r e had been ' s t u d i e d by 

the n o b l e s t and best educated persons; they were improved by 

the accumulation of s c i e n c e ; they were employed to e x c i t e and 

c e l e b r a t e v i r t u e and e x c e l l e n c e ; and, f i n a l l y , to e x a l t the 

mind of the beholder to the contemplation of d i v i n e q u a l i t i e s 

and a t t r i b u t e s . ' 1 8 i n Flaxman's mind, works of a r t i n major 

forms were to e l e v a t e the t a s t e of the 'noblest and best educated 

persons'. The I l i a d and Odyssey were, of course, being s t u d i e d 
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i n Flaxman's time f o r v i r t u a l l y the same reasons. Thus, to 

best e f f e c t an a m e l i o r a t i o n of t a s t e , the episodes from Homer's 

e p i c s , then acknowledged the g r e a t e s t l i t e r a r y works of the 

a n c i e n t world, should have been d e p i c t e d i n p a i n t i n g s or s c u l p ­

t u r e s , the h i g h e s t forms of v i s u a l a r t of the a n c i e n t and 

contemprorary world. The form used, simple l i n e , was however, 

fundamentally u n l i k e these v i s u a l forms. In the context of 

a n c i e n t a r t simple l i n e was most c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d with the 

c r a f t t r a d i t i o n s of Greek red and b l a c k f i g u r e p o t t e r y . P i e c e s 

of t h i s p o t t e r y were intended f o r everyday domestic use r a t h e r 

than f o r profound contemplation or i n t e l l e c t u a l improvement. 

Flaxman h i m s e l f had become i n t i m a t e l y f a m i l i a r with the l i n e 

form d u r i n g the years he submitted designs to Wedgwood ( F i g u r e 

6 ) . These drawings were never intended f o r profound contemplation 

but r a t h e r f o r the shop use of Wedgwood's p o t t e r s . In h i s 

Homer designs Flaxman combined a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l form of 

a n c i e n t c r a f t and contemporary i n d u s t r i a l t r a d i t i o n s and unwit­

t i n g l y f u r t h e r e d the c u l t u r a l o b j e c t i v e s of high a r t s . 

T h i s i d e a of u n i t i n g the t r a d i t i o n s of c r a f t and the 

o b j e c t i v e s of high a r t that Flaxman e x h i b i t e d i n the Homer 

designs was to reappear as a g u i d i n g p r i n c i p l e i n the 19th and 

20th C e n t u r i e s . A pamphlet p u b l i s h e d i n 1919 e n t i t l e d Program  

of the S t a t e Bauhaus i n Weimar s e t s out the o b j e c t i v e s of the 

Bauhaus Sc h o o l . I t reads i n p a r t : "Art comes i n t o being above 

a l l methods; i t cannot be taught as such, although the c r a f t 

can. A r c h i t e c t s , p a i n t e r s , s c u l p t o r s are craftsmen i n the 
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o r i g i n a l sense of the word; consequently a l l students are 

expected to a c q u i r e a thorough t r a i n i n g i n the workshops and on 

the p r a c t i c e and work s i t e s , s i n c e t h i s i s the i n d i s p e n s a b l e 

b a s i s of a l l c r e a t i v e a c t i v i t y " . 1 9 The w o r k s i t e s c i t e d were 

those e n v i s i o n e d by the new d i r e c t o r of the s c h o o l , Walter 

Gropius. He had formulated the c u r r i c u l u m to s t r e s s the search 

f o r s o l u t i o n s t o contemporary problems i n such areas as housing, 

urban p l a n n i n g , and h i g h - q u a l i t y , u t i l i t a r i a n mass-production. 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y , the s o l u t i o n s were to u n i t e the fundamentals of 

c r a f t t r a d i t i o n with a s o c i o - c u l t u r a l o b j e c t i v e , i n p a r t i c u l a r 

an a m e l i o r a t i o n of l i v i n g c o n d i t i o n s i n post World War I Germany. 

Although not planned beforehand, Flaxman's path to the 

a r t i s t i c competence that he d i s p l a y e d i n the Homer designs 

p a r a l l e l e d the Bauhaus c u r r i c u l u m . He was 37 years o l d when he 

undertook the commission. Of those years, the f i r s t 15 had 

been spent i n h i s f a t h e r ' s shop where he l e a r n e d the p r i n c i p l e s 

of m o d e l l i n g and s c u l p t u r e . The products of the shop were made 

to the s p e c i f i c a t i o n s of a c l i e n t e l e t h a t i n c l u d e d the s c u l p t o r s 

R o u b i l l i a c and Scheemakers. He progressed to a more formal 

t r a i n i n g at the Royal Academy where i t was impressed upon the 

students t h a t i t was the "wish of the genuine p a i n t e r [to] 

improve mankind".20 From the time of h i s graduation from the 

Royal Academy i n 1775 u n t i l 1792 when he began the Homer i l l u s ­

t r a t i o n s he had worked f o r Wedgwood (from 1775 to 1787 almost 

e x c l u s i v e l y ) . The i n d u s t r i a l i s t had expressed a wish "to 

d i f f u s e a good t a s t e through the a r t s " by the s a l e of h i s 
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m a s s - d i s t r i b u t e d p r o d u c t s ; ^ 1 however, i t i s d o u b t f u l that i t 

was Flaxman's i d e a l i s m that made him a t t r a c t i v e to Wedgwood. 

When Wedgwood wrote to h i s p a r t n e r B e n t l e y t h a t he was 

"gla d Flaxman i s as v a l u a b l e an a r t i s t " — as he soon proved be 

— there i s no i n d i c a t i o n of what q u a l i t i e s prompted the 

p r a i s e . 2 2 Yet, the v a r i e d nature of the work he was doing f o r 

Wedgwood suggests an answer. Flaxman was exe c u t i n g with equal 

f a c i l i t y , p o r t r a i t s from l i f e (such as of Mrs Siddons ( F i g u r e 

12)), designs based upon the antique (such as The Crowning of  

a K i t h a r i s t ( F i g u r e 14)), and o r i g i n a l designs to f i l l a 

p a r t i c u l a r commission (The Manufacturer's Arms ( F i g u r e 6 f o r 

example)). He was v a l u a b l e because he co u l d f u n c t i o n e q u a l l y 

w e l l as an a r t i s t or as a modeller. He was m o d e l l i n g with the 

eye of an accomplished a r t i s t , and, perhaps more important, he 

was c r e a t i n g designs i n a form t h a t c o u l d be r e a d i l y u t i l i z e d 

by the craftsmen who were making the moulds which formed the 

c l a y components t h a t c o n s t i t u t e d Jasperware. With Flaxman's 

designs no i n t e r m e d i a t e r e n d e r i n g s were necessary between 

a r t i s t ' s p r e s e n t a t i o n and shop use. 

Co n s i d e r a b l e e f f o r t might be expended r e n d e r i n g an a r t i s t ' s 

concept i n t o working drawings f o r the use of a craftsman i n a 

shop. Such i s demonstrated by the a c t i v i t i e s of R u n d e l l , 

B r i d g e and R u n d e l l , the f i r m of s i l v e r s m i t h s , from whom Flaxman 

r e c e i v e d the commission f o r the S h i e l d of A c h i l l e s and whose 

smiths executed v a r i o u s other of h i s d e s i g n s . 2 3 F i g u r e 80 

re p r e s e n t s a design (now i n the B r i t i s h Museum) f o r a wine-cooler 
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by Flaxman's Royal Academy classmate and long time f r i e n d 

Thomas S t o t h a r d . 2 4 I t i s an i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c sketch that i n c l u d e s 

comparatively l i t t l e d e t a i l . In an album of s i l v e r p l a t e 

designs i n the V i c t o r i a and A l b e r t museum i s a r e n d e r i n g ( F i g u r e 

81) a f t e r the S t o t h a r d o r i g i n a l . I t was prepared f o r Rundell 

B r i d g e and R u n d e l l probably by one of t h e i r employees who was 

w e l l acquainted with s i l v e r s m i t h i n g . 2 5 The draughtsman has 

transformed the o r i g i n a l concept by s e t t i n g down more p r e c i s e l y 

the d e t a i l s t h a t were to cover the f i n i s h e d p i e c e . 

O r i g i n a l designs were a l s o produced by R u n d e l l , B r i d g e and 

R u n d e l l . In an e f f o r t to o b t a i n complete c l a r i t y of concepts, 

designs were rendered i n a s t i l l more p r e c i s e manner. F i g u r e 

82 r e p r e s e n t s another design f o r a wine c o o l e r perhaps a f t e r 

W i l l i a m Theed R.A. 2 6 head of the Rundell design department. I t 

was c r e a t e d e x p r e s s l y f o r the use of the s i l v e r s m i t h s themselves 

and a c c o r d i n g l y was reduced to simple pen l i n e without any 

shading. While c l a r i t y i n the p r e s e n t a t i o n of the o u t l i n e s of 

f i g u r e s and animals i n the r e l i e f and f l o r a l forms beneath the 

rim was s t r e s s e d , p e r s p e c t i v e was compromised to a degree c l e a r l y 

e v i d e n t when the design i s compared with the f i n i s h e d c o o l e r 

( F i g u r e 83). In s i l v e r , the r e l i e f covers the curved s u r f a c e 

and the extreme l e f t and r i g h t are not v i s i b l e from a s i n g l e 

view p o i n t . On paper i t appeared to have been a p p l i e d to a 

f l a t p a n e l . More drawings to c l a r i f y the p o i n t that a f l a t 

d e s i gn was to be a p p l i e d to a curved s u r f a c e were c l e a r l y 

unnecessary vbecause the convention of the two-dimensional l i n e 
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drawing conveyed s u f f i c i e n t i n f o r m a t i o n f o r the modeller or 

s i l v e r s m i t h to produce a f i n i s h e d t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l p i e c e . 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y , Flaxman's designs f o r Jasperware, the Homer 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s and s i l v e r w a r e were s i m i l a r i n t h e i r common 

purpose. None were c r e a t e d to be a f i n i s h e d work i n i t s e l f but 

to be i n t e r p r e t e d and rendered i n another medium. The t e c h n i c a l 

problems a s s o c i a t e d with the p r o d u c t i o n and s a l e of the u l t i m a t e 

form were to be s o l v e d by someone e l s e , or, i n the case of bas 

r e l i e f s , by Flaxman, i n the c a p a c i t y of a s c u l p t o r at some 

u n s p e c i f i e d time i n the f u t u r e . To be most u s e f u l f o r the 

p o t t e r , engraver or s i l v e r s m i t h h i s designs needed to be presented 

i n a form which s p e c i f i e d d e t a i l c l e a r l y and unambiguously so 

t h a t as l i t t l e a d a p t a t i o n as p o s s i b l e was r e q u i r e d . 

The problems a s s o c i a t e d with p r e s e n t i n g l i n e drawings on 

f l a t sheets f o r r e n d e r i n g on curved o b j e c t s had long been known 

to Flaxman through h i s work f o r Wedgwood. Although the sample 

of designs executed by h i s hand and d e l i v e r e d to Wedgwood i s 

u n f o r t u n a t e l y s m a l l , 2 7 i t i s nonetheless s i g n i f i c a n t . F i g u r e 

6, drawn while Flaxman was s t i l l i n Wedgwood's employ, shows 

both t h a t the designer was s u b m i t t i n g work to the i n d u s t r i a l i s t 

i n a s t y l e which foreshadowed t h a t of the Homer i l l u s t r a t i o n s , 

and a l s o that the design Wedgwood was a c c e p t i n g from h i s a r t i s t 

was c o n s i s t e n t with i n d u s t r i a l shop drawing i n use through the 

p e r i o d . I f , as Constable i m p l i e s , Flaxman c o n s t i t u t e d the 

b r i d g e between the a r t s and i n d u s t r y i t would seem that the 

t r a f f i c of i d e a s flowed through him i n both d i r e c t i o n s . Flaxman 
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took to Wedgwood h i s s k i l l as a modeller, h i s knowledge of 

an c i e n t work, and h i s w i l l i n g n e s s to design i n a manner t h a t 

c o u l d be adapted i n t o . p r o d u c t s r e m i n i s c e n t of a n c i e n t work. 

Wedgwood's design requirements f o r c e d Flaxman to take back a 

s t y l e of g r a p h i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n that c o u l d be a p p l i e d with 

equal f a c i l i t y to the manufacture of Jasperware, engravings and 

s i l v e r p l a t e . 

Flaxman's f r i e n d C o c k e r e l l wrote e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y of the 

i l l u s t r a t i o n that they are "the works by which he w i l l l i v e 

... c l e a r l y the f r u i t of Flaxman's l i f e as an a r t i s t are those 

works."28 S t r i c t l y speaking Flaxman never d i d transform the 

Homer i l l u s t r a t i o n s i n t o the s c u l p t u r e he envisaged and thus 

d i d not achieve the d i c t i o n a r y d e f i n i t i o n of a r t i s t as "one who 

c u l t i v a t e s one of the f i n e a r t s , which p l e a s e by p e r f e c t i o n of 

execution".29 j n f a c t , f o r h i s c o n t r i b u t i o n to the Homer 

commission, the a c t u a l p r o d u c t i o n of the designs, he f u l f i l l 

the d e f i n i t i o n of a designer r a t h e r than an a r t i s t : "one who 

makes an a r t i s t i c design or p l a n of c o n s t r u c t i o n : s p e c i f i c a l l y 

one who makes designs or p a t t e r n s f o r the manufacturer or 

co n s t r u c t o r " . 3 0 

I f Flaxman's Homeric i l l u s t r a t i o n s are con s i d e r e d only 

from the standpoint of h i s contemporaries, that i s , i n the 

context of what they regarded as the g r e a t e s t of human s o c i e t i e s , 

the a s s o c i a t i o n with a n c i e n t a r t i s i n e v i t a b l e . But i t i s only 

when the l i n e drawings are con s i d e r e d i n the l i g h t of h i s 

s t a t e d purpose f o r them — the p r e l i m i n a r y stage i n the p r o d u c t i o n 
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of s c u l p t u r a l works i n a form a k i n to i n d u s t r i a l drawings 

s u i t a b l e f o r submission to Wedgwood or R u n d e l l , B r i d g e and 

Rundell — t h a t h i s r e a c t i o n to h i s contemporaries' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

and p r a i s e can be e x p l a i n e d . H a i l e d as c a p t u r i n g the essence 

of a n c i e n t work, Flaxman r e g r e t t e d t h a t the c r i t i c s were j u d g i n g 

h i s c r e a t i v i t y on the b a s i s of a p r o j e c t never f u l l y r e a l i z e d . 

108 



Footnotes Chapter 5 

MSS F i t z w i l l i a m Museum, Flaxman l e t t e r - b o x no. 4, Flaxman 
to Hayley, Rome, 26 October 1793. 

P.O. Runge, H l n t e r l a s s e n e S c h r l f t e n (Hamburg 1841), I, 
p. 54. 

The S h o r t e r Oxford E n g l i s h D i c t i o n a r y ed C.T. Onions 
(Oxford, 1975) v.II p.1580 no. 4. 

I b i d V.I p.539, no.2. 

See note 1 Chapter V. 

Robert Wood, An Essay on the O r i g i n a l Genius of Homer 
(1769; New York, 1971), p.298. 

Hugh Honour, N e o c l a s s i c i s m (Harmondsworth, 1968), p.71. 

Meteyard, op. c i t . , p. 506 i n c l u d e s a copy of t h i s i n v e n ­
t o r y . I t l i s t s as w e l l as p e r s o n a l e f f e c t s "Some C l a s s i c a l 
Books" and a r t i s t s ' s u p p l i e s . 

Irwin, op. c i t . , p. 224 fn73, notes "Augsburg f o r example 
i s mentioned i n B r i t i s h L i b r a r y , Add. MS. 39781, f . 382, 
unnamed correspondent to Mrs. Flaxman (4 November 1794) 
and K a s s e l i n same volume, f . 386, Mrs. G. Hare-Naylor to 
Mrs Flaxman, 8 November 1794." 

Honour, op. c i t . , p.71. 

Flaxman to Hayley Rome 26 October 1793. 

Reproduced by Dover P u b l i c a t i o n s as Flaxman's I l l u s t r a t i o n s  
t o Homer (New York, 1977) with an i n t r o d u c t i o n and commentary 
by Robert E s s i c k and J e n i j o y La B e l l e . 

W i l l i a m Hogarth, A n a l y s i s of Beauty (London, 1753), p.37. 

John Flaxman, L e c t u r e s on S c u l p t u r e (London, 1881) p.160. 

Noted by David Irwin, John Flaxman 1755-1826 (London, 
1979), p. 19. 

George F r e d e r i c Watts, Works (1912), V o l . I l l , p. 109. 

W.G. Constable, op. c i t . , p.77. 

Flaxman, op. c i t . , 1881, p.179. 

109 



Hans Wingler, Graphic Work From the Bauhaus (London, 1965), 
p. 18. 
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Hope S i l v e r " A p o l l o ns 99 January 1974 pp.34-37, wherein 
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137 



138 



22 W i l l i a m C o l l i n s : monument: design: d e t a i l . Pen and ink 
and wash, 39.5 x 27 cms. (whole sheet) 

139 



140 



24 A u r o r a v i s i t i n g Cephalus on Mount I d a , 
1739-90. M a r b l e , 184 cms. h i g h . 



H e r c u l e s and Hebe, 1792. P l a s t e r , c o l o u r e d , 190.5 cms. h i g h . 

142 



27 M i n e r v a R e p r e s s i n g t h e F u r y of A c h i l l e s . P r e l i m i n a r y 
p e n c i l , ink, and brown wash. 22.9 x 27 cm. Huntington 
L i b r a r y and A r t G a l l e r y . 

143 



28 T h e t i s and Eurynome R e c e i v i n g the I n f a n t V u l c a n . E n g r a v i n g 
a f t e r Flaxman by Thomas P i r o l i . I l i a d , 1805, P l a t e 29. 





1IB SAID, AND ON THK CHIlii' IH'.S03n>S AMAIN, 
INCIU'.ASH WITIr GOKJ', AND SWlli.l.lNC, WITH Till'. SI.AIS. 
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Odysily Plate 26 ULYSSES 1- HIS D O G . 

j 33 U l y s s e s and H i s Dog. Engraving a f t e r Flaxman by James 
| Parker. Odyssey, 1805, P l a t e 26. 
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OiVstjtUttn ,< ULYSSKS TKKREFIKD BY THE GHOSTS. 

34 U l y s s e s T e r r e f i e d ( s i c ) by the Ghosts. Engraving' a f t e r 
Flaxman by James Parker. Odyssey, 1805, P l a t e 17. 



35 



36 The Embassy t o A c h i l l e s . E n g r a v i n g a f t e r Flaxman by 
Thomas P i r o l i . I l i a d , 1805, P l a t e 18. 
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37 M i n e r v a R e p r e s s i n g the F u r y o f A c h i l l e s . E n g r a v i n g 
a f t e r Flaxman by W i l l i a m Blake. I l i a d 1805, P l a t e 2. 

http://ui.it


Hector's Body Dragged a t the Car of A c h i l l e s . Engravin 
a f t e r Flaxman by Thomas P i r o l i . I l i a d , 1805, P l a t e 36. 



Iliad Piatt 34 A N D R O M A C H E F A I N T I N G O N T H E W A L L . 

39 Andromache F a i n t i n g on the Wall. Engraving a f t e r Flaxman 
by Thomas P i r o l i . I l i a d , 1805, P l a t e 34. 



Odjuty PUlt 31 
U J . Y S S K S I C I I - M U G T H K S U I T O R S . 
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HA8TK It RKTLTOT, ULYS8KB MADK B K l ' I . Y , 

WniLK YET TH* AVXILIAlt 8 I U T T 3 THIS HASH SWTl.Y. 

4 0 U l y s s e s K i l l i n g the S u i t o r s Engraving a f t e r Flaxman 
James Neagle. Odyssey, 1805, P l a t e 31. 
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Two p r e l i m i n a r y drawings f o r Minerva R e p r e s s i n g the Fury  
of A c h i l l e s , I l i a d 2. P e n c i l (top) : ink over p e n c i l 
(bottom) sheet 26.7 x 21 cm. Huntington L i b r a r y and A r t 
G a l l e r y . 
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P r e l i m i n a r y d r a w i n g (lower) f o r Minerva R e p r e s s i n g the  
Fury of A c h i l l e s I l i a d 2. Ink over p e n c i l . Sheet 25.4 x 
20.7 cm. Hungtington L i b r a r y and A r t G a l l e r y . 
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P r e l i m i n a r y drawing (lower) f o r Minerva Repressing the Fury  
of A c h i l l e s , I l i a d 2. P e n c i l , p a r t i a l l y erased. 
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44 P r e l i m i n a r y drawing f o r Minerva R e p r e s s i n g the Fury of  
A c h i l l e s , I l i a d 2. Ink over p e n c i l . 8.8 x 13.6 cm. 
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F O K T U F R O M UKH SNOWY HAND NAUSICAA T I I K E W , 

TlfK YARIOVB B A M . ,TIIK H A L L KKKO.VKOUS K L E W . 

IWpn aow'l n^rOry II-*- L w L5J. 

N a u s i c a a T h r o w i n g the B a l l . Engraving a f t e r Flaxman by 
James Pa r k e r . Odyssey, 1805, P l a t e 10. 



Odjjsty PUtt 19 THE S I K K N S . 

46 The S i r e n s . E n g r a v i n g a f t e r Flaxman by James Parker. 
Odyssey, 1805, P l a t e 19. 



WINOIJ HAIU'IES S N A T C I l f l T i l ' UNOL'ARUBJ* C 1 I A K O K A W A Y . 

VnjV. llnrri CMyfln B. 3<1. I.iar f»3 . 

The H a r p i e s G o i n g t o S e i z e the Daughters of Pandarus. 
Engraving a f t e r Flaxman by James Parker. Odyssey—1805 
P l a t e 29. 



48 P e n e l o p e C a r r y i n g the Bow of U l y s s e s t o the S u i t o r s . 
Engraving a f t e r Flaxxman by James Neagle. Odyssey, 1805, 
P l a t e 30. 



AJAX DEFENDING THE GKEF.K SHIPS AGAINST THE TROJANS. 

IU1.1. TWKLYK TJIK HOI.OUST. IN A MOMT.NT FELL, 
SKNT 1)1 GHKAT AJAX TO THE SHADES Of UELL. 

49 A j a x D e f e n d i n g t h e Greek S h i p s a g a i n s t the T r o j a n s . ! 
E n g r a v i n g a f t e r Flaxman by Thomas P i r o l i . I l i a d , 1805, j 
P l a t e 24. 



50 Neptune R i s i n g from the Sea. Engraving a f t e r Flaxman by 
Thomas P i r o l i . I l i a d , 1805, P l a t e 22. 



I 51 
i 

U l y s s e s F o l l o w i n g the Car of Nausicaa. Engraving a f t e r 
Flaxman by James Parker. Odyssey, 1805, P l a t e 11. 



52 P l a t e from S i r W i l l i a m Hamilton, C o l l e c t i o n of Vases, I, 
1791. 

53 A c h i l l e s Dragging Hector's Body around the Walls of Troy 
Engraving by Domenico Cunego, 1766, a f t e r a p a i n t i n g by 
Gavin Hamilton. 
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56 The M e e t i n g of H e c t o r and Andromache. Engraving a f t e r 
Flaxman by James Parker. I l i a d , 1805, P l a t e 14. 



57 J u p i t e r Sending the E v i l Dream to Agamemnon. Engraving 
a f t e r Flaxman by Thomas P i r o l i . I l i a d , 1805, P l a t e 
6. 
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59 Otus and E p h i a l t e s Holding Mars C a p t i v e . Engraving 
a f t e r Flaxman by Thomas P i r o l i . I l i a d , 1805, P l a t e 



The Voyage of the A r g o n a u t s 1799 One of 24 d e s i g n s 
engraved by Joseph Koch a f t e r d r a w i n g s by Asmus J a c o b 
C a r s t e n s . 

Mrs. Mary Blackshaw (Mary L u s h i n g t o n ) : monument. 1798-99. 
S t . Mary Lewisham, Kent. — " 
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63 L e u c o t h e a P r e s e r v i n g U l y s s e s Engraved a f t e r Flaxman by 
James Neagle. Odyssey, 1805, P l a t e 9. 
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W a r r i o r s , by Jacques-Louis David. From sketchbook. (Musee 
des Beaux-Arts, L i l l e . ) 
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Plan 26 
THE FIGHT FOR THE BODY OF fATROCLCS. 

T H E T R O J A N S SK1ZK T I I K S L A I N 

67 F i g h t f o r the Body of P a t r o c l u s Engraving a f t e r Flaxman ! 
by Thomas P i r o l i . I l i a d , 1805, P l a t e 26. I 



6 8a The S h i e l d o f A c h i l l e s : d r a w i n g . (Henry E. H u n t i n g t o n 
L i b r a r y and A r t G a l l e r y , San M a r i n o , C a l i f o r n i a ) 
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S h i e l d of A c h i l l e s , 1821. S i l v e r g i l t , 94 cms diameter. 
Executed a f t e r Flaxman by P h i l i p R u n d e l l . 
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70 A c h i l l e d e p l o r e 1 ' e n t e r r e m e n t de B r i s e i s . by F r a n c o i s 
Rude. P l a s t e r r e l i e f (Mus6e Rude, D i j o n ) . 

A c h i l l e d e p l o r e 1 ' e n t e r r e m e n t de B r i s e i s . by F r a n c o i s 
R u d e ^ Pen and ink, 21.5 by 37 cm. (Musc§e des Beaux-Arts, 



Study a f t e r Flaxman's Odyssey, by A n t o i n e G r o s . From 
sketchbook, R.F. 29955, f.28v. Pen and brown i n k o v e r 
c h a l k , 16.3 by 22.5 cm. ( C a b i n e t des Dessins Mus6e du 
Louv r e ) . 

185 



7 3 Study a f t e r Flaxman's Odyssey, by A n t o i n e Gros. From 
sketchbook, R.F.29955, f . 2 8 . Pen and brown i n k o v e r 
c h a l k , 1 6 . 3 by 2 2 . 5 cm. ( C a b i n e t des D e s s i n s , Musee du 
Louvre.) 
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S t u d i e s of Horses, and study a f t e r a p l a t e from Flaxman's 
Odyssey, by Antoine Gros. From sketchbook, R.F. 29955, 
f . 2 0 . Pen and brown i n k over chalk, 16.3 by 22.5 cm. 
(Cabinet des De s s i n s , Musee du Louvre) 
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75 J u p i t e r and T h e t i s by J-A-D Ingres, P e n c i l , 32.5 by 24.2 
cm (Mus£e Ingres, Montauban). 
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WadPUtei T H E T I S E N T R E A T I N G JUPITER T O H O N O R A C H I L L E S . 

TIH'S THETIS BI'OKK B I T J O V E IS S I M t N C E IIK1.I) 

T H E S A d l E l ) C O l T S r i L S OF HIS 11RIIAST COSCKAI/IJ . 

T h e t i s I n t r e a t i n g J u p i t e r t o Honor A c h i l l e s Engraved 
a f t e r Flaxman by W i l l i a m Blake. I l i a d . 1805. P l a t e 5. 



77 The C o u n c i l of the Gods Engraved a f t e r Flaxman by Thomas 
P i r o l i , , I l i a d , 1805, P l a t e 9. 
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'I T e l l You, I Know the World' by P h i l May i n F. B e r k e l e y 
Smith, In London Town London 1907. 
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Design f o r a w i n e - c o o l e r by 
Thomas S t o t h a r d R.A. Pen and 
Wash, 25.4 x 20.3 cm. B r i t i s h 
Museum. 
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Design f o r a wine-cooler (perhaps a f t e r W i l l i a m Theed, R.A. 
1764-1817), Pen drawing, 26.7 x 24.7 cm. 
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83a Wine-cooler, maker's mark of Paul Storr (1771-1844), 
London Hall-mark for 1809. S i l v e r g i l t , height 35.56 cm. 
C o l l e c t i o n of the Marquess of Ormonde. 

83b De ta i l of wine-cooler i n 83a. 
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