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History and Topography in Nicolas Poussin’s Landscapes after the late 1640s

Summary of Thesis:

This dissertation is devoted to Nicolas Poussin’s landscapes painted in his late career. Through the
examination of his three works, certain landscapes are for the first time understood as “the image of a
place”, representing local histories and legends.

In Chapter 1, the Landscape with a Woman Washing her Feet (1650, Ottawa, National Gallery of
Canada) and its reception by the commissioner Michel Passart are examined. This work was interpreted
by Sutherland Harris as representing the myth of Vertumnus and Pomona. Certainly, Poussin’s work
contains the same motifs as those traditionally included in paintings representing the same subject.
However, the work in Ottawa is unique among others, as Poussin does not choose Pomona’s garden
- the traditional setting of the episode - but instead the painter puts Vertumnus and Pomona in a more
primitive setting; a swamp with overgrown plants. This uniqueness can be explained by the relationship
between Vertumnus and the Roman history, particularly told in the Fasti of Ovid (VI). In the Fasti, the
poet mentions a statue of Vertumnus in Velabrum, an area of ancient Rome and explains that this place
was once a swamp. This description of the statue and swamp reminds us of the foreground of Poussin’s
work. It is also possible that the city of Rome and a fortress in the background are included to suggest
armed Etruscans, which Varro and Propertius mention when they refer to the statue of Vertumnus. On
the basis of these elements, it can be concluded that Poussin represents here the history of ancient
Rome especially around Velabrum by using the motifs related to the statue and the setting mentioned
together with the statue in classic literature. The contemporaries describe Passart as a highly educated
man with a profound interest in Rome. The historical inspiration and intellectual aspects of the
landscape correspond with the taste of this commissioner.

Chapter 2 is dedicated to the Landscape with Polyphemus (1649, Saint Petersburg, Hermitage
Museum). Previous studies have explained that this work includes two themes; allegory of nature and
allegory of ages. On the allegory of nature, scholars interpreted Polyphemus as the personification of a
storm on the basis of the texts by Natalis Comes. This chapter demonstrates that this mythological figure
can be interpreted as “air”, as the others of the Four Elements are found in this landscape: water
(nymphs), fire (volcano), and earth (agriculture). While representing this theme of the natural philosophy,
Poussin also shows his interest in the lands where the myth is set. The farmers in the middle ground,
which is a peculiar motif in this work, may indicate the myth of the invention of agriculture by Ceres in

Sicily. This episode is part of the myth “Rape of Proserpina”, and it is occurred in Sicily, where
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Polyphemus’ story also happened. It was already known in the seventeenth century, especially through
the mythological commentaries, that Ceres introduced farming in Sicily, and this legend is traditionally
linked with the theme of the Four Ages, which has also been observed in this painting. Thus this work, in
which the two mythological stories are juxtaposed, can be interpreted as the representation of the history
of Sicily.

In Chapter 3, the Landscape with Hercules and Cacus (Moscow, Pushkin Museum) is examined. The
representation of the natural elements in this painting is inspired by Aeneid of Virgil, which describes
ancient Rome. Sauerlander argued that this painting suggests the cult of Hercules centered around the
altar Ara Maxima, which was placed at the foot of the Aventine Hill. Livy states that Carmenta, mother of
the king Evander, predicted the cult of Hercules and the construction of the altar. Sauerlander identified
the woman who points at Hercules in the foreground as Carmenta. Her presence in the work indicates
Poussin’s interest in the topographical description of this place, as around the hill Aventine was Porta
Carmentalis, named after Carmenta. In fact, the painting contains several motifs that recall certain
monuments or natural objects in particular areas of ancient Rome, such as the Aventine, the Tiber, the
Velabrum, the Forum Boarium, and the Porta Carmentalis. These are traditionally linked with the myth of
Hercules and Cacus in classical literature. It can be concluded that the myth in the painting is used to
show the topography and history of a district of Rome. On the basis of these interpretations, the figures
in the foreground can be identified as Camenae, nymphs native to Rome. In particular, one of the
nymphs by the quiver can be recognized as Egeria, who had her sanctuary near the Porta Capena.

Throughout the thesis it is revealed that Poussin used topographical elements from several myths to
represent histories of certain locations. The landscapes discussed here can thus be regarded as “the

image of a place” .
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