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Legacies of ͚Sublime Poussin͛: Louis MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ PůĞĂ ĨŽƌ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ ĂƐ Ă PĂŝŶƚĞƌ 

Nigel Saint (University of Leeds) 

 

͚LĞ ďŝĞŶ ũƵŐĞƌ ĞƐƚ ƚƌğƐ ĚŝĨĨŝĐŝůĞ͕ Ɛŝ ů͛ŽŶ Ŷ͛Ă ĞŶ ĐĞƚ Ăƌƚ grande théorie et pratique ũŽŝŶƚĞƐ ĞŶƐĞŵďůĞ͛͘ (Poussin, 

Letter to Chantelou, 24 November 1647)1 

 

Introduction 

LŽƵŝƐ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ American sojourns in the 1970s, followed by further visits in the 1980s, have 

arguably obscured his period of residence in London in the 1960s. Among his generation of 

French thinkers, who began their careers in the 1950s and 1960s, Marin spent the most 

time in this country. Significantly, it was while he was Assistant Director of the French 

Institute in London (1964-67) that he began to carry out his research in art history, notably 

following his contact with Anthony Blunt, the Director of the Courtauld Institute in London 

(1947-74), and his conversations with Edgar Wind, Oxford UŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ĨŝƌƐƚ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ ŽĨ Ăƌƚ 

history (1955-67).2  

Blunt was then best known for his work on French baroque art, especially Poussin, and 

for his volume in the Pelican History of Art, Art and Architecture in France 1500-1700 (1953). 

He had devoted his 1958 A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts at the National Gallery of Art 

in Washington to Poussin, written the catalogue for the landmark exhibition at the Louvre in 

1960 and was completing his work on the published version of the Mellon lectures (1966-

67). The monograph which emerged reinforced the view of Poussin as a peintre-philosophe, 

ĚĞůŝŶĞĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂů ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ͛ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞ ǁŽƌŬĞd (mainly in Rome), his circle of 

patrons in Italy and France, his ideas about painting, his religious views and, famously, his 



stoicism.3 The landscapes in particular were seen as deeply meditative allegories of the 

human condition and of the mysteries of nature and the cosmos.  

In a footnote to a paper of 1983 on the representation of storms in Poussin 

landscapes, written only a few ŵŽŶƚŚƐ ĂĨƚĞƌ BůƵŶƚ͛Ɛ ĚĞĂƚŚ͕ Marin would refer to BluŶƚ͛Ɛ 

͚ŝŶĚŝƐƉĞŶƐĂďůĞ͛ ǁŽƌŬ on Poussin͛Ɛ ƌŽůĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚƵƐ of landscape painting, to 

which he adds the following: 

͚TŽƵƚĞĨŽŝƐ͕ ă ŶŽƚƌĞ ƐĞŶƐ͕ ƐĞƵů ůĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŶĞŵĞŶƚ ƋƵ͛ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵŝƚ ůĞ ƐƵďůŝŵĞ ƉĞƌŵĞƚƚƌĂŝƚ 

Ě͛ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĠƚĞƌ ĐĞƚƚĞ ƌĞůğǀĞ͕ ĞŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůŝĞƌ ĂǀĞĐ ůĞƐ ĨŝŐƵƌĞƐ ĚĞ ů͛ͨŝŶĨŽƌŵĞ͕ͩ ĚƵ ͨŐĠĂŶƚ͕ͩ 

du «serpent» ou de la «tempêƚĞͩ͘ Iů Ɛ͛ĂŐŝƌĂŝƚ ĚŽŶĐ ĚĞ ƌĠĂƌƚŝĐƵůĞƌ ƉĂƌ ƵŶĞ ŶŽƵǀĞůůĞ 

problématique à la fois historique, iconographique, philosophique, mais aussi formelle 

Ğƚ ƉůĂƐƚŝƋƵĞ͕ ů͛ŝŵŵĞŶƐĞ ƚƌĂǀĂŝů ĨĂŝƚ ƉĂƌ A͘ BůƵŶƚ͛͘4 

Marin adopts ͚ƌĞůğǀĞ͛ ĨƌŽŵ DĞƌƌŝĚĂ͛Ɛ ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ ŽĨ HĞŐĞů͛Ɛ ĚŝĂůectic, where relève carries both 

the sense of lifting up and of alteration, in order to refer to the change in landscape painting 

ƚŚĂƚ ŽĐĐƵƌƌĞĚ ŝŶ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ͕ ǁŚŝůĞ ͚ŝŶĨŽƌŵĞ͛ is the term Bataille used to refer to the 

challenge to concepts of ideal aesthetic form posed by abject objects and images.5 Marin 

employs them here to indicate the scope of his enquiry into the system of representation at 

work in certain of PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐƐ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ depict the powers associated with the sublime 

but also include their very own figures of internal disruption.   

͚“ƵďůŝŵĞ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛ ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ ĐŽŵƉůĞƚĞĚ ĂƐ MĂƌŝŶ ŝŶƚĞŶĚĞĚ͕ ďƵƚ Ă ƉůĂŶ of 1988 was 

included in the posthumous collection of essays that appeared in 1995 under the same title. 

The plan had the figures of the sublŝŵĞ ĂƐ ͚ůĂ ƚĞŵƉġte dans le paysage͛ ;ƐƚŽƌŵƐ, or signs of 

them, but also Winter from the Four Seasons LŽƵǀƌĞͿ͕ ͚le colossal ou le choc de 

ů͛ŽƐƚĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;ĐŽŵďŝŶŝŶŐ ƌƵŝŶƐ͕ ŐŝĂŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƐŶĂŬĞƐͿ ĂŶĚ ͚la violence ou ů͛absolu de la ĨŽƌĐĞ͛ 

(comprising plague, war and death).6 TŚĞƌĞ ǁĞƌĞ ĂůƐŽ ƚŽ ďĞ ĨŽƵƌ ͚ĚŝŐƌĞƐƐŝŽŶƐ͛ ʹ which could 



be compared with the ͚ĐŽŶƚƌĞƉŽŝŶƚs͛ ƵƐĞĚ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ PŚŝůŝppe de Champaigne, as 

adopted by Ribard in this special issue ʹ linked to previous essays on Giorgione͛Ɛ Tempesta, 

Leonardo͛Ɛ Deluges, Babel and the Medusa. Sublime Poussin as it appeared was less tightly 

focused on figures of the sublime, mainly collecting MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ůĂƚĞƌ ĞƐƐĂǇƐ ŽŶ PŽussin, on 

topics such as storms and ruins in landscapes, metamorphosis in early mythological 

paintings, reception and tension in the 1647 Finding of Moses, variations between the two 

self-portraits, the ͚je ne sais quoi͛ in Boileau and Bouhours, and the two versions of 

PĂŶŽĨƐŬǇ͛Ɛ ĞƐƐĂǇ ŽŶ The Arcadian Shepherds, supplemented by an analysis from 1970 of 

Landscape with a Man Killed by a Snake and an article on The Israelites Gathering Manna.  

In both the projected volume and across the work on Poussin the evidence was 

being assembled to permit a rethink of the ambition of PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐƐ, moving away 

from the syncretist cosmology and intellectual historiography of Blunt to an interpretation 

based on the powers of representation. The concept of the sublime and the practice of 

variation were the particular keys Marin adopted to investigate representatioŶ ŝŶ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ 

ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐƐ͕ ƵƐŝŶŐ ƚĞƌŵƐ ĨƌŽŵ ĚŝǀĞƌƐĞ ƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ͕ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ LŽŶŐŝŶƵƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶ of poetry and 

oratory in On the Sublime͕ FĠůŝďŝĞŶ͛Ɛ Entretiens ĂŶĚ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽƌƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶĐĞ͕ as well as 

ǁŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĨĞůƚ ǁĞƌĞ ĂŶƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ KĂŶƚ͛Ɛ ŵĂƚŚĞŵĂƚŝĐĂů ƐƵďůŝme, to address the challenges 

posed by the paintings themselves.7 

 I ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ůĞŐĂĐǇ ŽĨ ͚“ƵďůŝŵĞ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛ in two principal sections: firstly, 

regarding the renowned art historian T͘ J͘ CůĂƌŬ͛Ɛ The Sight of Death (2006) and its 

discussion of Marin in relation to the two central landscapes treated in the book (Landscape 

with a Man Killed by a Snake [National Gallery, London, 1648] and Landscape with a Calm [J. 

Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 1650-51);8 and secondly, bringing together three disparate 

parts ŽĨ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĂƌĞ linked to the sublime, variation, and the theory and practice 



of painting: the Finding of Moses essay, included in the published volume but not present in 

the plan; the Ordination from the second series of Sacraments, a painting Marin intended to 

write an article on; and the Four Seasons discussion included in Philippe de Champaigne ou 

la présence cachée. 

 

1. Marin-Clark 

After the sale of PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ Landscape with a Calm to the Getty Museum in 1997, the 

painting was lent to the National Gallery in London so that the artist Leon Kossoff could 

ǁŽƌŬ ĂĨƚĞƌ ŚŽƵƌƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ ƌŽŽŵ ŝŶ ƉƌĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ŚŝƐ GĞƚƚǇ ĞǆŚŝďŝƚŝŽŶ ͚PŽƵƐƐŝŶ 

LĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞƐ͛͘9 This is the only time Landscape with a Calm, which re-emerged from a private 

collection in 1977, has appeared in the National Gallery alongside their Poussins (among 

them Landscape with a Man Killed by a Snake, The Adoration of the Shepherds, The Triumph 

of Pan and The Adoration of the Golden Calf). The light and water colour of Calm were 

spellbinding and dominated the room, all the more so no doubt  for being about to leave for 

California. It would, however, take the chance combination of the loan of Landscape with a 

Man Killed by a Snake to hang in a small room opposite Landscape with a Calm during the 

Kossoff exhibition and the presence at the Getty Institute in 2000 of an art historian with a 

long-standing passion for Snake to bring about a sustained and deeply thoughtful encounter 

between the two paintings.10 T. J. Clark visited Snake and Calm regularly over a 3-month 

period and the journal he kept became a 240-page book, which included follow-up visits to 

the National Gallery to see Snake in 2001-03. The Sight of Death is an extraordinary work 

and potentially an important conduit for the legacy of ͚Sublime Poussin͛, and Marin more 

generally. Serious engagement with Marin͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ ŚĂƐ been a little uneven in the large 

Poussin exhibition catalogues since the anniversary exhibitions of 1994-95, but he is a key 



critical reference in The Sight of Death, second only to Félibien, historiographer royal and 

author of Entretiens sur les Vies et Ouvrages des plus excellents Peintres anciens et 

modernes (1666-68). 

Landscape with a Man Killed by a Snake, acquired by the National Gallery in 1947, 

attracted both Marin and Clark in the 1960s, leading in Marin͛Ɛ case to an article in 1970 ;͚LĂ 

ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ĚĞ ů͛ŝŵĂŐĞ͗ ă ƉƌŽƉŽƐ Ě͛ƵŶ ƉĂǇƐĂŐĞ ĚĞ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛),11 and with Clark to 30-40 years 

of maturation while he worked mainly on Nineteenth-Century French painting. CůĂƌŬ͛Ɛ 

influential books on art and 1848, both published in 1973, Image of the People: Gustave 

Courbet and the Second French Republic, 1848-1851 and The Absolute Bourgeois: Artists and 

Politics in France, 1848-1851, followed notably by The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the 

Art of Manet and his Followers (1984), had emphasized a political reading of artistic 

production and social change. For a Marxist scholar like Clark, the choice of Poussin was 

ƐƵƌƉƌŝƐŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĚĞĞĚ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ĂƌĞ ĨĞůƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ͚ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌƌĞǀŽůƵƚŝŽŶĂƌǇ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ 

treated in The Sight of Death, primarily the tumultuous year of 1648.12 Clark is more 

ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ͚an experiment in art ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͛ and as such focuses on the whole of the surface 

of Landscape with a Man Killed by a Snake and Landscape with a Calm, in particular what 

may be called the material life of the paintings and which we may struggle to fix with words. 

Iƚ ŝƐ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ƚŽ ĨŽůůŽǁ CůĂƌŬ͛Ɛ ĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ ǀĞƌǇ ĐůŽƐĞůǇ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂƐƚŽŶŝƐŚŝŶŐ ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 

illustrations and the overall design of the book. We realise over the course of the book that 

the political dimension is located in the slowing down of the experience of looking, avoiding 

hasty interpretations and judgments from whatever perspective. Although the present 

arƚŝĐůĞ ǁŝůů ƚĂŬĞ ŝƐƐƵĞ ǁŝƚŚ CůĂƌŬ͛Ɛ ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ MĂƌŝŶ͕ The Sight of Death enacts a powerful 

re-encounter with the two principal paintings discussed. 



In several ways Landscape with a Man Killed by a Snake was the obvious choice for 

MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵŝd-1960s, with his background in Seventeenth-Century French 

philosophy and literature, and at the time of his nascent interest in art history and theory, 

and of his conversations with Blunt and Wind. Marin was thinking about ways in which 

descriptions of the painting by Félibien, Fénelon and Baudet helped to open up a new 

method of reading a painting: he produced a detailed comparison of the narrative 

structures in these texts, including in his own scrutiny of the painting, together with an 

exploration of the gaps revealed in their attention to the painting. Marin undoubtedly 

profited from the absence of a source text and could instead focus on the reception of the 

painting in its descriptions. His essay concerns a plurality of possible readings, distinguished 

from particular interpretations: ͚“ŝ ůĂ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ĚĠƐŝŐŶĞ ůĞ ƐǇƐƚğŵĞ ŽƵǀĞƌƚ ĚĞƐ ůĞĐƚƵƌĞƐ͕ ĞůůĞ 

nomme également la cohérence objective du texte dans son indépendance radicale à 

ů͛ĠŐĂƌĚ ĚĞ ƚŽƵƚ ƉƌŽĐğƐ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůŝĞƌ Ě͛ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĠƚĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;p. 38). Marin is certainly steering the 

spectator away from an iconological reading of the painting. 

In MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ view, therefore, a description that engages with all the surface of the 

painting is a reading. Certain key areas are highlighted, setting others apart͗ ͚AƌƚŝĐƵůĞƌ ĞŶ 

ďƌĞĨ ǀĞƵƚ ĚŝƌĞ ƌĞůŝĞƌ͕ ŵĂŝƐ ĂƵƐƐŝ ĚŝƐũŽŝŶĚƌĞ͕ ŽƉƉŽƐĞƌ͛ ;p. 46). This leads Marin to a bold 

statement that would seem to confirm CůĂƌŬ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ, to which we will come to in detail, that 

he does not pay sufficient attention to incident and materiality in his reading of Poussin (in 

ďŽƚŚ ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐƐͿ͗ ͚L͛ŝŶƚĞƌǀĂůůĞ ĞŶƚƌĞ ĚĞƵǆ ƚĞƌŵĞƐ ƋƵŝ ĞƐƚ ůĂ ŵĂƌƋƵĞ͕ ĚĂŶƐ ůĞ ƚĂďůĞĂƵ͕ ĚĞ ůĞƵƌ 

ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ ĞƐƚ ŝŶƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĂŶƚĞ ĚĂŶƐ ƐĂ ŵĂƚĠƌŝĂůŝƚĠ͕ ĚĂŶƐ ƐĂ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵŝƚĠ͛ ;p. 46). You have 

ƚŽ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŽƵƌ ŽĨ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ŝĚĞĂƐ Śere: for a particular reading, based on the 

ƐĞůĞĐƚĞĚ ͚ƚĞƌŵĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ͕ some areas of the painting will be excluded and thus 

without a role to play in that reading. However, Marin goes on to argue how these 



overlooked areas may be an integral part of a different account of the painting. This section 

is worth quoting at length (split into two sections): ͚LĞ ĐŽŶƚŝŐƵ Ŷ͛ĞƐƚ ƉĂƐ ůĞ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵ͗ ŝů 

suppose un intervalle, un blanc entre deux éléments. Or cette distance que laisse subsister 

ůĞ ĐŽŶƚŝŐƵ ă ů͛ŝŶƚérieur de lui-même ne peut pas être pur et simple écart dans le tableau qui 

ĞƐƚ ĨŽŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůĞŵĞŶƚ ĞƐƉĂĐĞ͘ CĞƚƚĞ ĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ĞƐƚ ů͛ŝŶƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĂŶĐĞ ĚƵ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵ ƋƵĞ ůĞ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐ 

analytique articule dans le sens͛ ;Ɖ͘ ϰϲͿ. TŚĞ ŵĞĚŝƵŵ ŝƐ ƐƉĂƚŝĂů ĂŶĚ ƐŽ ͚ĞŵƉƚǇ͛ ƐĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ 

between figures are still parts of the painting; their relative insignificance depends on the 

way meaning is being constructed in the description, as Marin goes on to emphasize͗ ͚Certes 

le texte de Fénelon, par rapport au titre du catalogue, couvre le tablĞĂƵ Ě͛ƵŶ ƌĠƐĞĂƵ 

beaucoup plus dense de relations, mais le filet discursif aura toujours des mailles, et elles 

laisseront passer, comme insignifiantes, des parties de la surface picturale : il est heureux 

ƋƵ͛ŝů ĞŶ ƐŽŝƚ ĂŝŶƐŝ ͖ ƐŝŶŽŶ ƌŝĞŶ Ŷ͛ĂƵƌĂŝƚ ĚĞ ƐĞŶƐ͘ D͛ĂƵƚƌĞƐ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ĞŶ ĚĠƉůĂĕĂŶƚ ůĞ ƌĠƐĞĂƵ 

sur la surface, vont rendre ces parties signifiantes en les extrayant et en les retenant dans le 

jeu des relations͛ (p. 46). Thus tŚĞ ͚ŝŶƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶĐĞ͛ ŽĨ ĂŶ ĂƌĞĂ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐ results from its 

reception, rather than any inherent quality, and to leave aside a section is potentially to 

defer its inclusion to a later reading.  

DŽĞƐ CůĂƌŬ ƌĞĂůůǇ ĞǀĞƌ ĞŶŐĂŐĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚŝƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚŝŽŶ͍ There are two 

ways of approaching this issue: one is to consider what Clark first says about Marin in his 

book, ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ Calm, since Clark quickly establishes his perspective; the 

ŽƚŚĞƌ ŝƐ ƚŽ ƵŶĐŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ ĐŚƌŽŶŽůŽŐǇ ŽĨ ǁŚĞŶ CůĂƌŬ ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ ƌĞĂĚ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ŽŶ Snake. As it 

ŝƐ ĂŶ ͚Ăƌƚ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͛ ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ͕ The Sight of Death avoids the thorough engagement with other 

historians commonly found in a work of art history, in order to look and describe anew, 

benefitting from the freshness of contemporary seventeenth-century texts, including the 

ŝŶǀĞŶƚŽƌǇ ŽĨ PŽŝŶƚĞů͛Ɛ collection which Champaigne was involved in drawing up.13 



Nevertheless Clark͛Ɛ ŶŽƚĞƐ ƐŚŽǁ ŚŝƐ ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ĂŶĚ some sort of 

ĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ǁŝƚŚ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŽĨ Calm ;ĂŶĚ ĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ DĞŶŝƐ MĂŚŽŶ͛Ɛ connoisseurship) 

suits his purposes.14 His first entry on Marin is in relation to Calm and is informed by a long-

held view that 1970s French art theory (and French theory in general) was all about 

scientism and structure, and that the concern of any work espousing such an outlook was to 

relate all the features of a painting to its underlying organisational principles.15 At the same 

time he begins his mentions of Marin by admitting openly to this fear: ͚MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ƉĂŐĞƐ͘͘͘ 

which are fine and certainly anxious-ŵĂŬŝŶŐ͛ (p. 82) ʹ as might CůĂƌŬ͛Ɛ ďĞ ĨŽƌ ƐŽmeone 

coming to his pages when working on an article on Marin and Poussin. 

Clark is discussing MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ůĂŬĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐĞŶƚƌĞ ŽĨ Landscape with a Calm, 

at the same time as it is the site where architecture, the natural world and everyday life are 

brought together, so that Nature herself, as Félibien put it, seems to paint on the surface of 

the water, also carried a negative trace of impending disorder because of the absence in the 

reflections of the approaching clouds. For Marin the interference involved in seeing the 

serenity and realizing the lack ʹ like in a moment of syncope in music ʹ suggested that the 

painting offers a premonition of the change.16 IŶ CůĂƌŬ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ͕ by contrast, acquired and 

developed over the ŵŽŶƚŚƐ ŽĨ ǀŝĞǁŝŶŐ͕ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ĂƉŽƌŝa are indications that logical and 

mathematical ͚ǀŝƐƵĂů ĐŽƌƌĞĐƚŶĞƐƐ͛ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ĐŽŵĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ;Ɖ͘ ϭϱϴͿ. Otherwise the whole 

surface would be under pressure to play a role in the system of painting, a view that Clark 

links to the notion that Poussin never overlooked anything, which he wittily calls the ͚͞ũĞ Ŷ͛Ăŝ 

ƌŝĞŶ ŶĠŐůŝŐĠ͟ syndrome͛, on account of the patrons and critics eager to ƚĂŬĞ ƵƉ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ 

reported comment and apply it across his work. 

Clark suggests that the main difference between Marin and himself concerns the 

relationship between structure and incident, and between theory and practice. In general 



he feels that Marin is all about theory and how paintings control their content, including any 

disturbance, whereas he ƐĞĞƐ ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐ ĂƐ ͚ƚŚĞ ŵŽŵĞŶƚĂƌǇ͕͛ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞ ĂĚĚƐ ͚Žƌ ƚŚĞƐĞ 

uncontrollable materialities always coming into contact with the understanding and maybe 

ƐƵďƐƚĂŶƚŝĂƚŝŶŐ ŝƚ͕ ŵĂǇďĞ ƉƵƚƚŝŶŐ ŝƚ ŝŶ ĚŽƵďƚ͛ ;Ɖ͘ ϴϱͿ. His comments on Marin in the 10 

February 2000 entry switch freely between Calm and Snake, while only referring to the 

article by Marin on Calm: ͚TŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ƚŚŝŶŐ ŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ MĂƌŝŶ ǁĂŶƚƐ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐƚƵƌďĂŶĐĞ ƚŽŽ͖ 

maybe in Calm he wants it too much͛ (p. 84). And yet MĂƌŝŶ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ƐĞĞ ƚŚĞ ƐŬǇ ŝŶ Calm as 

͚ŽƵƚƌŝŐŚƚ ƐƚŽƌŵǇ͛ ;CůĂƌŬ͕ Ɖ͘ ϴϰͿ͕ ƐŝŶĐĞ he sees premonitory signs of a storm instead; nor does 

he say that the sky is ͚ĂůŵŽƐƚ ǀŽůĐĂŶŝĐ͛ ;CůĂƌŬ͕ Ɖ͘ ϴϰͿ͕ ƐŝŶĐĞ ŝƚ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƵŶƚĂŝŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ 

background that looks volcanic, with smoke rising from it because of the effect of the 

ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐ͛Ɛ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ŽŶ the cloud drifting towards it: ͚ůĂ ŵŽŶƚĂŐŶĞ ĞƐĐĂƌƉĠĞ ;͘͘͘Ϳ ĨƵŵĞ 

ĐŽŵŵĞ ƵŶ ǀŽůĐĂŶ͛ ;Marin, p. 142). Perhaps it is MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ that is all shaken up, but 

Clark doesn͛ƚ ŵĂŬĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƉŽŝŶƚ͘ 

The detail of CůĂƌŬ͛Ɛ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ͚LĂ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ĚĞ ů͛ŝŵĂŐĞ͛ is revealing 

too. Rather than simply ƐĂǇŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ͚ǁŚŽůĞ ďŽĚǇ ŝƐ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ Ă ƐŝŐŶ͛ (p. 106), as Clark 

contends, Marin is in fact talking about the polysemy of the figures in Snake. How familiar 

CůĂƌŬ ǁĂƐ ǁŝƚŚ ͚LĂ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ĚĞ ů͛ŝŵĂŐĞ͛ ŝŶ FĞďƌƵĂry 2000 is uncertain ʹ it seems probable 

that he relied ŽŶ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁĞůů-known article about The Arcadian Shepherds to give him the 

ĞƐƐĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĞ ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĂů ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ to Landscape with a Man Killed by 

a Snake must have contained.17 That a thorough readŝŶŐ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ŽĐĐƵƌ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ GĞƚƚǇ is 

demonstrated by a remark he makes 13 months later, when he is back in London revisiting 

Snake, recorded ƵŶĚĞƌ ϮϬ MĂƌĐŚ ϮϬϬϭ͗ ͚TŽĚĂǇ I ǁĂƐ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ FĠŶĞůŽŶ͛Ɛ Dialogue des morts 

ĂůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞ LŽƵŝƐ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ƚƌĞĂƚŵĞŶƚ of it, and at last I discovered what my gesturing figures in 

Snake ʹ the ones deep in shadow by the lakeshore ʹ ĂƌĞ ŵŽƐƚ ƉƌŽďĂďůǇ ƵƉ ƚŽ͛ ;CůĂƌŬ͕ Ɖ͘ 



206). TŚĞ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ŝƐ Ă ŐĂŵĞ ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚ůĂ ŵŽƵƌƌĞ͛, involving guessing the number of fingers 

being held up at another player, which, following Fénelon (and Marin), he thinks the figures 

on the left of the lakeshore are playing. However Clark is definitely giving the impression 

that Marin͛Ɛ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ doesŶ͛ƚ ŵĞŶƚŝŽŶ ͚ůĂ ŵŽƵƌƌĞ͛ and doesŶ͛ƚ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞ ƚŚĞ FĠŶĞůŽŶ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞĂs 

Marin mentions ͚ůĂ ŵŽƵƌƌĞ͛ three times in the article (pp. 58, 61 and 62) and he includes the 

relevant two pages of Fénelon as one of the appendices (pp. 67-69). Reading Marin in 

London, Clark must have realised his oversight and so began his entry with two awkward 

exclamations about explanations being lost over the centuries. Certainly a more accurate 

acknowledgement of Marin was warranted.   

MŝƐƐŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ CůĂƌŬ͛Ɛ ǀĞƌƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ MĂƌŝŶ, ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ͕ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ůĂƚƚĞƌ͛Ɛ careful integration of 

contemporary or related text (notably Félibien and Fénelon), the effort made to construct 

an analytical language, a wish to stretch across historical boundaries and a playful note if 

dealing with authority. Clark notes that ͚wĞ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ƉŽƐƐĞƐƐ ƚŚĞ ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞƐ͛ ŝĚŝŽŵ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ 

find it in texts of the time͛ (p. 165Ϳ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ MĂƌŝŶ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ŚĞ͛Ě ĨŽƵŶĚ ŝŶ FĠůŝďŝĞŶ ĂŶĚ FĠŶĞůŽŶ͕ 

a point acknowledged by Maria Loh in her analysis of the scream in Landscape with a Man 

Killed by a Snake.18 TĂŬŝŶŐ ƵƉ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŽĨ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ ƚŝŵĞ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ studies of 

Landscape with a Calm and Landscape with Pyramus and Thisbe, we can see in Snake, as Loh 

ŚĂƐ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶ ŚĂƐ ũƵƐƚ ƐĞĞŶ ĂŶĚ ͚ǁĞ ƐŚĂƌĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŝƚǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ 

ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĂƵŶƚƐ ƚŚĞ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ͛ ĂƐ ŚĞ ůĞĂǀĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƐĐĞŶĞ͘19 Ultimately Loh and Clark 

point in different ways to a Marinian return to the London painting. In my view, Clark has 

increased our attention to details and to overall balance and returning from him to Marin 

enables us to see that Marin did attend to the material alongside his concern for story and 

space.  

 



2a. Finding of Moses 

The second part of Sublime Poussin addresses a series of topics that may seem less violent 

and awesome than the sublime, but which include desire, death, jealousy and possession ʹ 

such, after all, ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ǀĂƌŝĞƚǇ ŽĨ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ. Jealousy and foreboding feature in the story 

within and surrounding the Louvre Finding of Moses, painted for Pointel in 1647.20 The long 

letter from Poussin to Chantelou of 24th November 1647, which refers to the painting, is 

known as the letter on the modes because of the links made between the Greek musical 

modes and different subjects depicted in his paintings.21 Poussin outlined these ideas in an 

attempt to persuade his friend and patron Chantelou that he ought not to be jealous about 

ŚŝƐ ƌŝǀĂů ĐŽůůĞĐƚŽƌ PŽŝŶƚĞů͛Ɛ ŵŽƐƚ ƌĞĐĞŶƚ ĂĐƋƵŝƐŝƚŝŽŶ͕ ƚŚĞ Finding of Moses, which Chantelou 

deemed far more attractive than the latest Sacrament that he had been sent (Ordination, 

2nd series of Sacraments, 1647 [Edinburgh]).22 The letter has not quite convinced modern 

critics ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ĂĐĐƵƌĂĐǇ ŽĨ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ŐƌĂƐƉ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŵŽĚĞƐ ďƵƚ Marin quoted it often and 

extensively, mainly interested in modal variation between paintings (rather than specific 

modal characteristics) and in its comments on judgment, structure and voice. This part of 

the Poussin-Chantelou dialogue leads Marin to investigate how ƚŚĞ ͚PŽŝŶƚĞů͛ Finding of 

Moses can have aroused such a passionate response. WĞ ǁŝůů ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ 

before turning to the painting that so disappointed Chantelou. 

IŶ ƚŚĞ ĞƐƐĂǇ ͚Récompenses Ě͛ƵŶ ƌĞŐĂƌĚ, ou Moïse tiré ĚĞƐ ĞĂƵǆ͕͛ written for the 

review Corps écrit, Marin describes the exchanges that occur between the spectator and a 

painting, suggesting that paintings deploy a variety of rhetorical strategies to attract and 

reward the spectator, strategies he compares to prayer, order and pleasure (he thereby 

starts off a plethora of trios in his article).23 Dwelling on the repeated actions of giving, 

accepting and returning, involved in the process of engaging with and being engaged by a 



painting, Marin lingers on the process of reception, which he relates to stoic reflections on 

ůŝďĞƌĂůŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ŐŝĨƚƐ͕ ǁŝƚŚ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ƚŽ EĚŐĂƌ WŝŶĚ͛Ɛ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŽĨ “ĞŶĞĐĂ͛Ɛ Graces in Pagan 

Mysteries in the Renaissance (1958), the source ŽĨ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ revelling in trios. Making a 

painting about the act of receiving something beautiful and unexpected allows him to 

reflect on the rewards and promises regarding the ĨƵƚƵƌĞ͕ ĂƐ ŝŶ “ƚĞŶĚŚĂů͛Ɛ phrase ͚la 

promesse du bonheur͛ (from De L͛AŵŽƵƌ) cited in the epigraph from Nietzsche͛Ɛ On the 

Genealogy of Morals. IŶ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƵĂǀŝƚĠ ĂŶĚ ĚŽƵĐĞƵƌ͛ of the hypolydian mode are 

present (as well as the hunting of a hippopotamus). 

In this depiction of MŽƐĞƐ͛Ɛ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ůŝŬĞ Ăn offering or ŐŝĨƚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ PŚĂƌĂŽŚ͛Ɛ 

daughter, the ladies-in-waiting exchange looks of surprise, gratitude and anxiety. This is no 

Bacchanal, but it is sƚŝůů ŝŶ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ŵŝŶĚ Ă dance: ͚Il faudrait ici dire la danse des Grâces dans 

le tableau en mettant les mots dans la trace de leurs pas et de leurs gestes͛ (p. 182). In 

Marin͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ͕ the impassive glance from the river god (whose presence Champaigne 

reportedly objected to in a lecture at the Académie on 2nd June 1668)24 and the spŚŝŶǆ͛Ɛ 

inaccessible look away from the story, toward the Egyptian misfortunes ahead, echo 

TŚĞƌŵƵƚŝƐ͛Ɛ ƵŶĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ŐĂǌĞ͗ ͚C͛ĞƐƚ ĐĞ ƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚ ŽƵ ƉƌĞƐƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚ que je crois lire dans les 

ǇĞƵǆ ĚĞ ůĂ ƉƌŝŶĐĞƐƐĞ TŚĞƌŵƵƚŝƐ͕ ĚŽŶƚ ũĞ Ŷ͛ĂƌƌŝǀĞ ƉĂƐ ă ĂĐĐŽƌĚĞƌ ůĞ ƌĞŐĂƌĚ ĂƵ ŐĞƐƚĞ ĚƵ ďƌĂƐ͘ 

Celui-ci énonce la décisŝŽŶ Ě͛ĂĐĐƵĞŝů ƋƵĞ ůĂ ĐŽŵƉĂƐƐŝŽŶ ĚŝĐƚĞ͖ ů͛ĂƵƚƌĞ ŐůŝƐƐĞ ĞŶ ƌġǀĞƌŝĞ ĂƵ-

ĚĞůă ĚĞ ůĂ ďĞĂƵƚĠ ĚĞ ů͛ĞŶĨĂŶƚ ĐŽŶĚĂŵŶĠ ă ƉĠƌŝƌ͕ ĂƵ-delà de la suivante qui implore, sans 

pour autant rejoindre mon propre regard͛ (p. 183). The ambiguity in the ƉƌŝŶĐĞƐƐ͛Ɛ gaze that 

is detected by Marin reminds us of how he explored both the romantic reveries and the self-

reflexive hesitations and accidents in his work on Stendhal, autobiography, painting and the 

͚promesse du ďŽŶŚĞƵƌ͛. He was especially drawn to “ƚĞŶĚŚĂů͛Ɛ worries about narcissism, 

including the imaginary scenario, described in Vie de Henry Brulard, in which he would meet 



Montesquieu in the afterlife and be told͕ ͚MŽŶ ƉĂƵǀƌĞ Ăŵŝ͕ ǀŽƵƐ Ŷ͛ĂǀĞǌ ƉĂƐ ĞƵ ĚĞ ƚĂůĞŶƚ ĚƵ 

tout,͛ which Stendhal says would annoy but not surprise him).25 TŚĞ ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐ͛Ɛ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ 

ƐƚĂŐĞƐ ŽĨ ƌĞĐĞŝǀŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ǀŝĞǁĞƌ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƚƵƌŶŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ǀŝĞǁ͛Ɛ ŐĂǌĞ ůĞĂĚ MĂƌŝŶ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ƚŚĞ 

pleasure of the viewing experience as well as the frustration at the secrecy of the figures on 

ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĞŶŝŐŵĂ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝŶĐĞƐƐ͛Ɛ ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽn.  

Where Marin had posited a stoical spectator observing the sublime calm or storms of 

nature, in this case, I would argue, the spectator is more implicated in the community of 

gazes, received into the shared psychological space.26 MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ exuberant style reflects the 

freedom of writing for Corps écrit and serves to underline the pleasure it is imagined, 

especially by Chantelou, ƚŚĂƚ PŽŝŶƚĞů ĨĞůƚ ;PŽŝŶƚĞů͛Ɛ ůĞƚƚĞƌƐ ƚŽ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ ĂƌĞ ůŽƐƚͿ͘ Marin is not 

focused on hieroglyphs or Counter-Reformation readings of Egyptian religion;27 instead he is 

opening up our experience of the painting by imagining the process of jealous looking and 

ƚŚĞ ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐ͛Ɛ ĂŶƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƐŝƌŝŶŐ ŐĂǌĞ͘ This leads him to adopt PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ voice 

initially when he reworks the letter in his own words͗ ͚“ŝ ĚŽŶĐ ůĞ ƚĂďůĞĂƵ͘͘͘ ƋƵĞ ƉŽƐƐğĚĞ M͘ 

PŽŝŶƚĞů ǀŽƵƐ Ă ĚŽŶŶĠ ĚĂŶƐ ů͛ĂŵŽƵƌ͕ ǀŽǇĞǌ-ǀŽƵƐ ƉĂƐ ƋƵĞ Đ͛ĞƐƚ ůĂ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ĚƵ ƐƵũĞƚ ƋƵŝ ĞƐƚ ĐĂƵƐĞ 

de cet effet, jalousie amoureuse [ĨŽƌ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ͚Ğƚ ǀŽƚƌĞ ĚŝƐƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ͛ ʹ Marin takes over from 

here] passion pouƌ ƵŶ ŽďũĞƚ ĚĞ ƌĞŐĂƌĚ ƋƵĞ ůĞ ƌĞŐĂƌĚ ƋƵŝ Ɛ͛Ǉ ĚĠůĞĐƚĞ ƌĞŶĚ ƉĂƌ ůă ŵġŵĞ 

inappropriable, la même passion, mais sur un mode tempéré, que je vois dans les yeux de 

Thermutis͕ ĚŽŶƚ ũĞ ůŝƐ ů͛ĂůůĠŐŽƌŝĞ ĚĂŶƐ ůĞ ĐŽƵƉůĞ ĚƵ ĚŝĞƵ FůĞƵǀĞ ƋƵŝ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉůĞ ĞŶ ƚŽƵƚĞ 

sérénité la ƐĐğŶĞ ĚĞ ů͛ŽĨĨƌĂŶĚĞ Ğƚ ĚƵ ƐƉŚŝŶǆ ƋƵŝ ů͛ŝŐŶŽƌĞ ƉĂƌĐĞ ƋƵ͛ŝů ƐĂŝƚ ůĞ ƐĞĐƌĞƚ ĚĞƐ 

ĐŽŶƐĠƋƵĞŶĐĞƐ͛ ;Sublime Poussin, p. 184). TŚĞ ͚ŝŶĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂďůĞ͛ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ Ă ŬĞǇ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ, 

according to Marin, in the model of friendship inspired by Montaigne and explored in the 

Poussin͛Ɛ ŐĂǌĞ ƚŽǁĂƌĚƐ ŚŝƐ ĂďƐĞŶƚ ĨƌŝĞŶĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ more admired Self-Portrait (Louvre), painted 

for Chantelou.28 



 

2b. Ordination II 

MĂƌŝŶ ŝƐ ůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐ ƚŽ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͕ ďƵƚ ŚĞ͛Ɛ ĂůƐŽ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ǀĂƌŝĂƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŝƚŚin modes͗ ͚ĐŚĂĐƵŶ 

Ě͛ĞƵǆ ƌĞƚĞŶĂŝƚ ĞŶ ƐŽŝ ũĞ ŶĞ ƐĂŝƐ ƋƵŽŝ ĚĞ ǀĂƌŝĠ͕͛ ĂƐ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ ǁƌŽƚĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĞƚƚĞƌ ŽĨ Ϯϰ NŽǀĞŵďĞƌ 

1647.29 While many commentators agree that the ͚PŽŝŶƚĞů͛ Finding of Moses is not uniformly 

joyous, nevertheless all tend to agree with Chantelou that he had the raw deal, with some 

preferring the Ordination from the first series (painted for Cassiano dal Pozzo) to the second 

;CŚĂŶƚĞůŽƵ͛ƐͿ.30 Writing about Ordination I in a monograph marking its acquisition by the 

Kimbell Art Museum, Jonathan Unglaub shows restraint when comparing Ordination II with 

PŽŝŶƚĞů͛s Moses͗ ͚The elegant ensemble of beautiful maidens attending the graceful 

Egyptian princess (...) must have made the solemn groups of apostles and edifying backdrop 

ƐĞĞŵ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ĂƵƐƚĞƌĞ ŝŶĚĞĞĚ͛.31 Nevertheless, ƚŚĂŶŬƐ ƚŽ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ůĞƚƚĞƌ ǁĞ can consider the 

possible connections between the paintings. Indeed, according to a footnote in the 1988 

ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ͚“Ƶƌ ƵŶĞ ƚŽƵƌ ĚĞ BĂďĞů͕͛ Marin had an article forthcoming on Ordination II.32 In 

addition, tŚĞ ƌĞĐŽƌĚ ĨŽƌ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ƐĞŵŝŶĂƌ ŽĨ ϭϵϴϰ-85 states that he included the Sacraments 

in his work͗ ͚Cette hypothèse [that investigating the sublime impacts on our understanding 

of the art of variation as practised by Poussin ]... Ă ĠƚĠ ĠƉƌŽƵǀĠĞ ƐƵƌ ĚĞƐ ƈƵǀƌĞƐ 

fonctionnant en duo (ex. Orage et Temps calme), en quatuor (le Déluge et les Saisons), en 

septuor (les Sept SacrementsͿ͛͘33  

 The footnote concerned the large bridge in Ordination II, directly behind Christ, if at 

some distance. Marin had mentioned this bridge 17 years earlier in his semiological essay of 

1968͕ ͚ÉůĠŵĞŶƚƐ ƉŽƵƌ ƵŶĞ ƐĠŵŝŽůŽŐŝĞ ƉŝĐƚƵƌĂůĞ͛͘34 At the time he was discussing how 

pictorial language could be read by comparing figures across different paintings, enabling us 

to gain a sense of their respective functions and significance. Marin argues that the 



͚ƐĞĐŽŶĚĂƌǇ͛ Ĩigure of the bridge in three paintings ʹ the earlier Louvre Finding of Moses 

(1638), Ordination II (1647) and Landscape with Orpheus and Eurydice (1648-50) ʹ acts as a 

passage across the space, between background sections; as a rhythmical division of space; 

and with the function of opening onto and closing off the space behind. The semiological 

approach announced itself as particularly apt for the consideration of modal changes. 

MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ͚ĨŽƌƚŚĐŽŵŝŶŐ͛ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ŽŶ Ordination II ǁĂƐŶ͛ƚ, however, written. How might 

we ĚĞǀĞůŽƉ Ă ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůŝŐŚƚ ŽĨ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ƌĞŵĂƌŬƐ in the footnote, the 

analysis he provides of the Pointel Moses, and ͚late͛ work on gesture, voice and framing in 

the Arcadian Shepherds, Massacre of the Innocents and Self-Portraits?35 While the bridge in 

the 1638 Moses has a serenity and harmony unmatched in other examples in Poussin, the 

bridge in Ordination II is monumental; Marin noted that his article would need to ƚĂĐŬůĞ ͚ĚĞƐ 

effets ou des investissements symboliques ou idéologiquĞƐ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆĞƐ͛.36 It has been argued 

that it functions as a link between Old Testament buildings on the right and New Testament 

villas and temples on the left, in a manner that emphasizes the transition brought about by 

the Catholic Church.37 In terms of the semiological investigation, it does indeed operate 

spatially and is balanced. Thanks to the kneeling Peter, we can see through to the 

background via the intermittent figures and the arches of the bridge.  

MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ŵĞƚŚŽĚƐ ĂƐ ƚŚĞǇ ƚŚĞŶ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚ ůĞĂĚ us to underline the combined 

ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ŽĨ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶ͗ ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ŐĞƐƚƵƌĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂƉŽƐƚůĞƐ͕ JĞƐƵƐ͛Ɛ ŵĞƐƐĂŐĞ ƚŽ 

Peter and the cacophony of other voices, the looks in all different directions, including 

CŚƌŝƐƚ͛Ɛ ŽǀĞƌ Peter͛Ɛ ŚĞĂĚ ĂŶĚ Peter͛Ɛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƌĞĐƚŝon of the sky. The hands of Christ and 

Peter reinforce what is being said, with Peter in submission, speaking the words that 

recognise JĞƐƵƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝǀŝŶŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ with Christ ĂŶŶŽƵŶĐŝŶŐ PĞƚĞƌ͛Ɛ ƌŽůĞ ďĞĨŽƌĞ ŚĞ ŚĂŶĚƐ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ 

keys.38 The bridge supports CŚƌŝƐƚ͛Ɛ ŚĞĂd, with CŚƌŝƐƚ͛Ɛ ĞǇĞƐ ƐĞƚ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ the entablature, 



which extends left and right. Thus his position in the plane of representation, in relation to 

the bridge, intriguingly anticipates ƚŚĞ ĨƌĂŵŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂƌƚŝƐƚ͛Ɛ ĞǇĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ CŚĂŶƚĞůŽƵ Self-

Portrait.  

 

2c. Four Seasons 

As already stated, Philippe de Champaigne ou la présence cachée deploys various 

͚ĐŽŶƚƌĞpoints͛ to bring his readings of the artist into relief. Poussin occupies two of them: 

the self-portraits, which the reader can reconsider in relation to Champaigne, Augustine and 

self-portraiture; and ƚŚĞ ͚ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞ͛ ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞƐ of the Four Seasons (Louvre), to be compared 

ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ CŚĂŵƉĂŝŐŶĞ͛Ɛ remarkable if less celebrated four landscapes depicting 

the stories of Saints Pelagia, Mary of Egypt, Mary Magdalene and Thaïs. Marin reads the 

Champaigne series as spaces for exegesis and contemplation, following his analysis with a 

very carefully calibrated account ŽĨ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ ĨŽƵƌ ƉĂŝŶƚŝŶŐƐ͘ BŽƚŚ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ ĐŽƵŶƚĞƌƉŽŝŶƚƐ 

ĐĂƌƌǇ ƚŚĞ ƚŝƚůĞ ͚PŽƵƐƐŝŶŝĂŶĂ͕͛ ŝŶ ŚŽŵĂŐĞ to the title used by Denis Mahon for his reflections 

on the stylistic development of Poussin in the wake of the famous Paris retrospective of 

1960.39  

The Seasons would have been the subject of a more substantial publication, but 

already, and in the light of the Mahon echo͕ ǁĞ ĐĂŶ ƐĞĞ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ aim of ĐŽŵďŝŶŝŶŐ BůƵŶƚ͛Ɛ 

ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ŽŶ ƐƚŽŝĐŝƐŵ ǁŝƚŚ MĂŚŽŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶŶŽŝƐƐĞƵƌŝĂů ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ŝŶ variations in the treatment of 

subjects within the same stylistic period.40 In my view MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ in this contrapuntal 

essay reminds us of the importance of praxis throughout his texts on Poussin and reinforces 

the argument that MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ should be seen as giving due 

attention to both the painter and the ͚philosopher͛. MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ŝŶ the trio, which is 

rhetorical and methodological, is reflected in the three moments of the analysis of the Four 



Seasons. Throughout his ekphrastic account, the attention to phrasing and balance is very 

noticeable, with a tangible determination to register the relationship between the human 

figures and the landscapes in the right key, accompanied by detailed storytelling and ample 

Biblical quotation.  

WŚĞŶ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƌƚ ŽĨ ͚PŽƵƐƐŝŶŝĂŶĂ II͛ ǁĞ ƌĞĂĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůŝŶŬŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚǁŽ ƐĞƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ 

paintings by Champaigne and Poussin in ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ĂŶ ͚ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞ ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞ͕͛ ŝƚ ŝƐ 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞ ƚŽ ƚƌĞĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ůĂ ƉƵŝƐƐĂŶĐĞ ŝŵŵĂŶĞŶƚĞ ĚĞ ůĂ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ͛ 

which is striking.41 HŽǁ ǁŝůů MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌ ĨƌŽŵ BůƵŶƚ͛Ɛ Žƌ TŚƵŝůůŝĞƌ͛Ɛ͍42 Will we get 

an endorsement of a stoic aesthetics? Pairing Spring and Winter, we see the strong 

similarities in format and the juxtaposition of the reflections on beginnings and endings, and 

their reiteration. Story and its interpretation dominate the first part of the analysis, with the 

focus on the Summer/Autumn pairing, notably the temporal intricacy of the foreground in 

Summer and the tension in the taking away of the bounty in Autumn. The second moment 

of his analysis considers the cosmological dimension of the series, noting the linear time and 

the circular phases of life and death. In this case, in a swing back to the detail of Spring and 

Winter, we see how the figure of God in the clouds suggests change in its movement 

towards the horizon and accompaniment by potentially disruptive clouds, while Biblical 

quotations are deployed to highlight the features of the cycle from the grassy rocks (Spring) 

to cataract (Winter) to, in turn, the end of the curse on mankind.43  

Marin resolves the question of the place of humans in a stoic order by concentrating 

our attention so much on the passages from Genesis, Ruth and Numbers. Thus in the third 

moment of his account he argues that the human figures are elements in the stories rather 

than decisive actors and that ƚŚĞ ƐƚŽƌŝĞƐ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ĂƌĞ ͚ƉĂƌĞƌŐĂ͛ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŐƌĂŶĚ cycle of 

seasons. FƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂů ƚŽ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ƌĞĂĚŝŶŐ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ĐůĂŝŵ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĚƌĂǁƐ ŽŶ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ͛Ɛ 



remark about the movements and gestures of the body being like the letters of the 

alphabet͗ ͚ŶƵů ĂĨĨĞĐƚ͕ ŶƵůůĞ ƉĂƐƐŝŽŶ Ŷ͛ŝŶƐĐƌŝǀĞ ĐĞƐ ƐŝŐŶĞs, ces linéaments qui sont comme 

ů͛ĂůƉŚĂďĞƚ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ĚĞ ůĂ ƉĞŝŶƚƵƌĞ Ě͛ŚŝƐƚŽŝƌĞ͛ (p. 84).44 The human stories enable the 

spectator to read the story of the overriding significance of the elements, which the figures 

for their part do not grasp; this is the stoical element but crucially it is not the final stage of 

the account. The figures are unaware of the deeper significance of their situations and for 

Marin that significance is that there is no transcendent idea of reason at work, but simply 

the continuation of the cycle of the seasons.  

Another key to the whole interpretation ʹ from the start ʹ is how the paintings 

operate in relation to each other, through a system of variations on the themes of nature 

and time, without any counterbalancing affect or providence being represented by or 

through the figures: ͚EůůĞƐ les manifestent [les forces mystérieuses de la nature], non par 

une symbolisation ou une allégorisĂƚŝŽŶ ƋƵŝ ƉĞƌŵĞƚƚƌĂŝĞŶƚ Ě͛ĞŶ ͨ épeler » la rhétorique 

figurative, mais par le jeu variationnel des paysages où elles « jouent leur rôle »͕ Đ͛ĞƐƚ-à-dire 

par les différences modales que les deux paires du Printemps et de L͛HŝǀĞƌ Ě͛Ƶne part, de 

L͛ÉƚĠ et de L͛AƵƚŽŵŶĞ ĚĞ ů͛ĂƵƚƌĞ͕ découvrent à leur entre-deux, dans les écarts qui rythment 

le retour éternel de la nature et scandent le temps cyclique de ses morts et de ses 

ƌĞŶĂŝƐƐĂŶĐĞƐ͛ ;ϴϰͿ͘ As subjects of these final sentences, the figures are entirely occupied by 

their performance of a series of variations, which happen within and in between the 

paintings, and therefore partly beyond their immediate environment. Since the reading of 

Landscape with a Man Killed by a Snake as a modulation of the space from foreground 

action to background decor, where the gaps enabled us to move across the surface of the 

paintings, we are now in ͚ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞ͛ landscape mode, with the gaps mainly operating 

between the paintings. 



 

Conclusion 

The bibliographical listings for Marin in the major Poussin catalogues of the last twenty 

years may be incomplete and the coverage in catalogue entries uneven, but his work has 

not been rejected. Nevertheless as ƚŽĚĂǇ͛Ɛ ƉƵďůŝƐŚŝŶŐ ĐůŝŵĂƚĞ ŝƐ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ĂŶǇŽŶĞ 

wanting to investigate alternative Poussins, perhaps with a gender or social orientation, 

reigniting ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ ŝŶ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ will contribute to the development of Poussin studies in a 

plurality of directions.45 While variation enabled Poussin to explore the instructive pleasures 

of representation, for Marin the sublime opened up the drama and range of his artistic 

practice. At this critical ũƵŶĐƚƵƌĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĞŐĂĐǇ ŽĨ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ͕ ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶƚŝŽŶƐ ŝŶ PŽƵƐƐŝŶ 

appreciation like T. J. CůĂƌŬ͛Ɛ ŝŶǀŝƚĞ ƵƐ ƚŽ ƌĞǀŝƐŝƚ MĂƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞŶƚly rigorous and distinctly 

varied essays on art.46  
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