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Ary Scheffer was born into an artistic family then living in Holland.
His father Johann-Bernhardt Scheffer was a German portraitist and
history painter while his mother, Cornelia Lamme was a minia-
turist. From 1806 to 1809, Ary studied at the Drawing Academy in
Amsterdam. He then went to France in 1809. Holland had been
under French rule since 1795, and this led to a great deal of artistic
exchange between the two countries. In 1811 Ary entered the studio
of Pierre-Paul Prud’on and then that of Pierre-Narcisse Guérin,
where he became a fellow student of Géricault and Delacroix. In
1813, Ary entered the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and began entering
works in the Salon in 1812. While his first Salon entry was a land-
scape in the style of David, his later entries, such as Les Bourgeois
de Calais (1819 Salon), Saint Thomas d’Aquin préchant la confiance
dans la bonté divine pendent la tempéte (1824 Salon) and Les
femmes souliotes (1827 Salon) were purchased by the Nation and
through a series of major works he quickly established himself as
a history painter in the Romantic style.

Through the 1830s Scheffer competed heavily with Delacroix in
his creation of works with violent subjects, while at the same time,
he also created a large number of small-scale works for private
patrons. These smaller, more intimate works took up emotional,
anecdotal motifs in line with the Romantic “Petits Maitres” such as
Tassert, Devéria and Collin. He also created a considerable number
of works on themes drawn from British and Germanic literature, by
authors such as Milton, Byron, Scott and Goethe. Scheffer became
internationally famous as a history painter who created large-scale
works upon national commission, as in the case of his 1834 com-
mission to create wall paintings for the Galerie des Batailles at
Versailles or in other major public architecture such as churches
and cathedrals. However, he was then influenced by the liberal
Protestantism and Catholic reform movement of the 1830s and
1840s, led by such men as Joseph de Maistre, de Lamennais and
Montalembert. His later works began to exhibit the moralistic
idealist styles of the Flandrin brothers and Chenavard. Scheffer
had direct and indirect contact with Pieter van Cornelius, Friedrich
Overbeck, members of the Roman Nazare group and the Diisseldorf
school, and there was also clearly a strong connection between him
and Victor Orsel, the Lyon School painter he met in these circles.!

While he joined the circle of the liberal-democratic General
Lafayette, he also briefly became a member of the Carbonari party,
as did the sculptor David d’Angers and others. His support for
political causes can be clearly seen in his paintings created upon
the occasions of the Greek War of Independence (1821-30) and the
Polish Insurrection of 1830-31. In another guise, Scheffer acted as
art teacher to the children of Louis-Philippe of Orléans. It seems
that the older boy Ferdinand-Phillip (1810-42) and the second
daughter Marie (1813-39), both of whom died young, showed
artistic talents and Marie became a sculptor. The July Revolution
of 1830 put Louis-Philippe on the French throne, and Scheffer
maintained an extremely close relationship with Queen Marie-
Amélie and the other members of court, a relationship which lasted
beyond Louis-Philippe’s deposition in 1848. Throughout his life,
Scheffer was opposed to Napoléon III.

This NMWA work is one of the representative works from
Scheffer's Romantic period. The whereabouts of the painting were
unknown until very recently. Prior to its re-emergence, the painting
was known only through a print by Marin Lavigne. The subject of
the work is the Greek War of Independence.

Since the 15th century Greece had been organized as a territory
of the Ottoman Turk Empire, and a growing independence move-
ment developed during the 18th and 19th century. In 1821, the
entire Balkan Peninsula was caught up in a disturbance begun by
the Ypsilanti’s Riot, and European nations, focused on France and
Britain, became greatly interested in what was dubbed the Greek
War of Independence. The democratic members of Western society
who had been awakened to the power of the citizenry saw the war
as one seeking independence from an oppressor state. Further,



the Royalists and the conservative, post-Napoléon era Viennese
Congress members also construed the war as a holy war, in which
the Christian world fought against Islamic dominance.

France, wary of Russian and British policies of southerly expan-
sion, seems to have started out on the side of the Turks, and was
not at first in favor of a powerful alliance. However, atrocities
and the continuing victimization of the Greeks, as seen in the
Turkish atrocities of Souli (1803), Parga (1819), Chios (1822) and
Missolonghi (1822-26) united European opinion against the Turks.
Finally in 1827 a three-nation fleet crushed the Turko-Egyptian fleet
at the sea battle of Navarino, and Russia made a unilateral decla-
ration of war on Turkey (Russo-Turkish War), which increased the
violence of the war. The Peace of Adrianople of 1829 then led to the
international recognition of Greek independence at the London
Conference of 1830.

As can be seen by its exhibition history, this work was included
in the Salon during 1827-28, along with the large-scale work Les
femmes souliotes (1827, Musée du Louvre) which won Scheffer’s
great acclaim. In 1825 and later years Scheffer displayed Greek
Exiles on a Rock Look Over Their Lost Fatherland (Historical
Museum, Amsterdam) on the subject of the town of Parga’s final
stand, Les Débris de la garnison de Missolonghi au moment de
mettre le feu a la mine qui doit les fair périr (1826, whereabouts
unknown, studies extant in the Dordrecht Museum) on the siege at
Missolonghi and other similar works. In 1826 he exhibited at least
seven recorded works in an exhibition held at the Gallerie Lebrun,
an event held in support of the Greek War of Independence. Les
Débris..., mentionehed above, was included in this exhibition.
David, Girodet, Géricault, and Gros’s works were exhibited, with
Delacroix, five works in the display. His famous La Gréce sur les
ruines de Missolonghi (Musée des Beaux-Arts, Bordeaux) was also
listed as “hors catalogue.”? The 1827 Salon opened the following
November and the NMWA work was one of three exhibited by
Scheffer, along with Les Débris... and Les femmes souliotes.

The NMWA work depicts a scene in a cave. Centering on a
young woman with arms clasped before her chest, crying as she
prays, the scene shows a group of Greek women raising their hands
in prayer before an image of the Madonna enshrined in a small
shrine. A fierce battle scene and a glimpse of rising smoke appear
through the opening of the cave.

The exact scene depicted is not easily identified, but we can
suggest an extremely close resemblance between this scene and
that described in the poem “Missolonghi” (1826) by Henri Cros?

“La, docile aus avis du vertueux pasteur,

L'une d’elles prelude aux hymnes de douleurs;

Alors pour prolonger cet oubli de leurs maux,

Elles chantent en choeur sous ces sombres cavaux;

Et toutes, unissant leus voix patriotique,

Ont mélé leurs sanglots a ce triste cantique.”®

It is highly likely that this cave scene in the NMWA painting
represents an episode from the final battle at Missolonghi on April
23, 1826, after the long siege. More than 4,000 defenders-soldiers,
priests, and ordinary citizens—were killed during this final battle.
The date of this work, the extremely emotional, and lofty tenor that
floods the scene, and the depiction of the Madonna and Child
painting are also all suggestive of this final battle. After the 1826-27
period and the fall of Missolonghi, there was a marked increase in
the number of political pamphlets, poems, prints and paintings
created on the subject of the Greek War of Independence, and this
period also marked the beginning of the idea that the Greek victims
of the war were Christian martyrs. Thus it is extremely natural
for us to consider this painting to be on the subject of the fall of
Missolonghi. As in the NMWA work, all of the prints of Raffet,
Plattel, and Odevaere’s paintings, and all of the many other works
created during this period on the subject of Missolonghi share a
common passionate focus on martyrdom and the defense of the
Christian fate.®) In any event, it is noteworthy that Scheffer’s work
was created during this peak period of fervent European, and
particularly French, interest, in the Greek War of Independence.
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On the other hand, an examination of the composition of this
painting Scheffer's dramatic use of diagonals indicates that is a
distinctly Romantic style work. The picturesque motif of a cave, one
redolent in contrasting light and shadow, frequently appears in
Scheffer’s works, and those of Granet, Le comte Auguste de Forbin
and others. The dark space in the foreground emphasizes the fate
awaiting the heroines of the work. In contrast to the somber subject
matter, Scheffer here uses a bright, warm palette in the Delacroix
style, giving a jewel box-like beauty to the entire composition.

Immediately after Scheffer painted this work, it was purchased
by his patron Louis-Philippe, Duc d'Orléans. This is confirmed by
the 1827-28 Salon catalogue which notes “Mgr. d. d’Orléans” next
to exhibit number 943. The two monograms, composed of initials
“LPO” and a crown mark, also appear on the back of the painting’s
canvas. Antoine d’Orléans (1824-90) was Louis-Philippe’s youngest
child and became the head of the Spanish Duc de Montpensier
family, and he finally bought this painting from the auction of his
father’s holdings and added it to his own collection in Spain.

(Akiya Takahashi)
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