


GEBALLE PRIZE ESSAY

“OF THE DEVIL'S PARTY”? THOMAS STOTHARD
AND THE NASCENT ROMANTIC SATAN

MILES OSGOOD

TAKE A MOMENT AND FOCUS ON THE FIGURE AT THE CENTER OF THE PAINTING (FIG. 1).

SEPARATE HIM OUT FROM THE BODIES BEHIND HIM AND FROM THE WORK'S TITLE. WHAT IS
LEFTY ACHILLES, MAYBE, OR MARK ANTONY. IF YOU TAKE THE BLUE STREAKS BEHIND HIM
TO BE WINGS, THEN YOU MIGHT PROPOSE GABRIEL OR MICHAEL. BUT SATAN: NOTHING
ABOUT THE CENTRAL CHARACTER—NOT HIS QUALITIES, NOT HIS DEMEANOR. NOT
HIS STATURE—SUGGESTS THAT THIS IS SATAN SUMMONING HIS LEGIONS. NOR DOES
THE COMPOSITION PARTICULARLY SUGGEST THAT THE PAINTER IS THE BRITON THOMAS
STOTHARD (1755—1834)." THE OUTLINES SEEM TOO ROUGH, THE DEMONS TOO EMOTION-
ALLY CHARGED, AND SATAN TOO MORALLY AMBIGUOUS FOR THIS TO BE AN OIL STUDY BY
THE MILD-MANNERED, STYLISTICALLY CONVENTIONAL BOOK ILLUSTRATOR. YET IN AN
ERA WHEN NEOCLASSICISM STILL DOMINATED BOTH THE COMMERCIAL AND THE ACA-
DEMIC SPHERES AND WHEN JOHN MILTON’S DEVIL, IN ART AND IN CRITICISM, WAS STILL

A FIEND, STOTHARD CREATED, IN THIS PAINTING, ONE OF THE FIRST ROMANTIC SATANS.

How did Stothard, who made a career of mass-  his immediate personal influences during the years
produced, classically themed and classically he was creating 1llustrations of Miltons epic. all to
wrought drawings, arrive at the realization of a determine whether Stothard’s Sazan was a mere cog or
nineteenth-century hero in 17922 To take such an  a dynamic piston in the development of one of the
uncharacteristic risk, he would have needed a compel-  romantic period’s most important heroes.

ling reason; to announce such a leap in Milton When Stothard painted Satan Summening His
mterpretation, he would need unique resources. Only  Legions, about 1792, he needed 1t to impress. Seven

historical context can tell us whether he had both.  years after he graduated from the school of the Royal
This essay tracks the history of Stothard’s relation-  Academy and fourteen after he first exhibited at
ship with history painting and the Royal Academy of ~ the academy,” the painter had vet ro be elected
Arts in London, the genealogy of critical and artistic  academician. Getting by on illustrations for English

mterpretations of Paradise Lost that preceded him, and plays and poetry collections,® Stothard was no doubt

FIG. | (OPPOSITE) THOMAS STOTHARD, SATAN SUMMONING HIS LEGIONS, C. 1792. OIL ON CANVAS, 33 x26.7 MORTIMER C. LEVENTRITT FUND, 1978148
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thnllad to be commussioned by John Jeftrves to make
Jrawings for the publisher’s Graphec Hlustrations of
Midon's Paradise Lose, drawangs that would be engraved
tor reproduction by Francesco Bartolozzi (fig. 2).*
Stothand must have seen this commussion as a chance
to make a necessary splash. Given the nite of Jeffrvess
project. Nothard's contmbutions would be more than
drawngs complementing text (as his work had otten
been betore): they were to be stand-alone works of
art. The adon marked an opportunity for Stothard
to relv on has expenence as an tllustrator at the same
nne that he had the freedom to create interpretative
art. Though his drawings may never have been exhib-
wad. the bound book, published n 1792—93." would
likely reach as large or larger an audience. owing to
the populaney of Milton dlustrations.” In short, the
stakes were hugh. Atfter the vears Stothard had spent
making neoclassical drawings had faled to gain him
entrance mto the academy, he would try a new style.
But what style does Satan embody?

The question might be readily answered if
Stothard had followed a clear artistic genre through-
out his career. burt his ocuvre ts unclassthable. since
the pamter-illustrator thtted among many sources

of wmspratton over his hitenme. Critics have labeled

portions of his work neoclassical, preromantic,
and rococo; on the basis of individual works, he
has been designated “The English Raphael” and
a Pre-Raphacelite.” Overall, Stothard’s work seems
to divide mnto three phases—clear neoclassical and
rococo pertods at either end of a brief, hybridized,
and experimental period just around 1800. These
interstittal decades, opening with the years of Satan
Summoning His Legions, mark Stothard’s brief inter-
est in romanticism while he was still tied to classical
stories and motifs. The works from the 179os can be
tully understood only through their relation to the
styles that bracketed them.

In his early illustranions, Stothard was constrained
by the need to create drawings crisp enough to be
engraved. The neatness, detail, and canonical subject
matter of neoclassicism suited his budding and lucra-
uve craft as a book illustrator, so Stothard adopted the
style for the bulk of the work he did in the eighteenth
century.® This choice 1s retlected in Stothard’s earliest
drawings. such as his Hustration to Fenton in John Bell’s
Poets of Great Britan, of 1779. Although the illustration
introduces Elyjah Fenton, Stothard draws Orpheus in
place of the early-eighteenth-century poet. The neo-

classical influence in form is already apparent: the

LOS

FIG. 2 THOMAS STOTHARD, THE COUNCIL IN PANDEMONIUM,
ENGRAVED BY FRANCESCO BARTOLOZZI IN JOHN MILTON.
THE FIRST BOOK OF PARADISE LOST (LONDON: JOHN JEFFRYES
& CO.. 1792-%5). 35. PHOTO: COURTESY BODLEIAN LIBRARY,
UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD (SHELFMARK: JOHNSON A 83)
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FIG. 5 SIR DAVID WILKIE (SCOTTISH, I78S-1841), BUIND-MAN'S BUFF. 1812

THE ROYAL COLLECTION © 2010 HER MAJESTY QUEEN ELIZABETR I}

delineations of light and shadow are stark, the hgure
appears static and deliberately posed. and the scene
s emotionally subdued. Stothard’s tllustrations
continue in this vein: each figure has the contrved
stance, [imited emotional expression, and careful
tunee folds of ancient Greco-Roman sculprure or
contemporary French history painting. Stothard’s

N | T _ , .
o4 dlustration tor Samuel Richardson’s episto-

. M. C
Ly novel Clarsssa Harlowe, Lovelaces Dream shows how

catures shaped his drawings of more recent

uterary characters as well as classical ones. Though
oton 1s more important in this later work, the rela-
Ve focus on pose over individuality and emotion

SHeAls an attempr at a more classical stvle than the

cOMpe
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ST contrapposto betore a panel of Qlympran and
g can DL N

A8 (see Paradise Lost, book 1, argument and 1.
7==49¢ | Bereft of any typical demonie attributes,
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T IOOKS every but like a Roman orator; without
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the work's title, he and his tribunal
would be unrecogmizable: Fven the
scene’s architecture s overtly classical,
and Stothard's orgamzation of ¢har
acters, cach Detween two mlmnm.
evokes the structure ol neoclassical
pamting’s famous standand, Jacques
Lows David’s Oath of the Horanii ( Paris,
Musée du Louvre), Stothard's taste
for adapting antique art to Foghsh
subjects, then, lasts mto the years of
his more novel experimentation and
(as m Satn) vies for its place i those
new romantie ctforts,

Stothard lett (l\&‘ H\‘\‘\l‘l.\'kl\"\l
behind only i his third phase, his
personal revival of rococo, which, mantfesting iself
as 1t did i &z, cannot have mtluenced the mte
mediate pertod of Satan bue stands generally as a
testament to the mtluence of the Royal Acadenmy on
the pamter’s eftorts m high arte A year before this
change, Stothard had suttered his first major career
setback, the tatlure of his 1816 academy exhibition,
Joseph Farington, a romantic landscape painter and
diavist who exhibieed at the academy at the time,
wrote: | John Constable]...spoke ot Stothard as
being much mortified and disappomted, He sent
cight pictures [to the exhibitton] some ol which
He was advised to withdraw.™ At the time, Stothard
did not have any work for book publishers: To be
rejected by the academy of which he was a membe
was a crushing Blow. To understand the transtoria
fion 1n taste that tarned Stothard from fashionable
£O Passe, one must reconsider the academy exhiby
ton of 1815 when Stothard wrote that ¥ David |
Wilkie's picture of Bindman bull [ hg o] has ever a

crowd round 1t closely pa ked: and some ol those
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FIG. 4. THOMAS STOTHARD, SANS SOUCI, 1817. OlL ON PANEL, 80 x 52
LONDON, TATE BRITAIN, BEQUEATHED BY HENRY VAUGHAN
PHOTOGRAPH: COURTESY TATE BRITAIN

in the rear, in vamn struggling for a view, console
themselves for the disappointment by looking at my
Shakespeare subject.” Popular culture demanded
a change from historical gravity to countryside
levity, from the Bard's plays to playing games. The
new English audience had lost interest in its past
literary greats; it wanted simple, gay life. Tt is no

wonder, then, that Stothard’s contribution to the

1816 exhibition, with paintings such as Diana and Her

Nymphs Bathing (London, Tate )—another example of

a mythological subject treated in stark and dated
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classicism—avas doomed to be another failure, in the
critical and popular eye alike."”

Stothard’s reaction to this decline in popu-
lavity is a crucial case study for examining the work
he submitted to the academy in the 1790s, since the
two periods follow the artist’s two main attempts
to re-create his style in the face of hostility toward
neoclassicism. The later example differs from the
carlier in one important respect: to dig his way out,
Stothard found a role model. Visiting the Musée du
Louvre in Paris in 1815," Stothard saw paintings by
Jean-Antoine Watteau, the French father of rococo
who had similarly rebelled against the more clas-
stcal painting standards of Louis XIV’s Versailles to
celebrate contemporary life and liveliness. The paint-
ings that Stothard submitted to the 1817 exhibition
follow a similar turn, betraying a distinct homage
to the Frenchman. Sans Seuci (fig. 4), one of his first
works after the 1816 disaster, shows all the aristo-
cratic, countryside flirtation of the féte galante. When
Stothard’s rococo hit London, newspapers lauded its
freshness: “[Stothard’s pencil] looks at and delights in
the sunshine of morals. ..and feasts our cyes and our
hearts with happy realities and ideal delights.”* The
popularity of his imported style was such that it even
changed Stothard’s interests in simple illustration, as
seen in The Swing, at once an illustration for Samuel
Rogers's Poems and a direct (if desexualized) evocation
of Watteau’s most famous arabesque.” This abrupt
shift in Stothard’s chosen style proves, for the art
historian, his flexibility in the face of critical opinion.
One can infer that, faced with similar difficulty about
1792, he might have been spurred to do the same: to
try an untested style rather than produce painted tran-
scriptions of hus familiar neoclassical drawings.

Because of the conventions of Royal Academy
exhibitions about 1790, the style of simple transcrip-



s wezs all 200 aflurmy & T, RN e 2 h\'-‘\:*\ > Had & Al o e owiedirdn, Neoehaad Aoy wps thoun
ARCTIOTES Of THE TREEANTNNTD QUATHN. AOARTAN SEAIIIT QORI O AR ARy 0 B

-~ - - ~ X [ » - % 3 } 1 A
R The SRSl Crhdie Ao B e v VOB Ehe edidee aneet”

w7 ST TEENTEY RS € Trom

non. Sarepean drrraitarre. Ot TRAIDCIR Jeedowrw T Sithae Nhoag BReN. o o Bevaiee e avadiomny Jhasngad s

Fgrnnean JRoTEmy SHATARRT BRI BRSO \\\\\ - NEMAENAEN DU DVURRES DOt QURAERIONE DX AR
: . 2

AN ST OIWR WO ' & N \\",'.*g DU PR oy DO L xehienaatonn G (e pea i
1 T oA T ~ n NE N W B\t N Saon AN N . o ) wn )
h JIESSICHD SRS N DOSTER. TR STNAGHN O T DETEOES, TR0 ORI INRTNOEEAA IR DNEuRNe AR sk

BENTIOHS STRNE R TOEAT AT GO RSOOSR RO 10 B AOREROARERRY SOORE

Rocal Acaarss o2

srer Tt ased e ol st AT T S tead Rt Rt utersmentagtorn. Aand dhoy da I b
howoerr, The 2Sadems S SRCTorRs O Jrones shos e SN OF That voar, Srothand presentad & new
J 3
Zorn ASCTmOishad DROCHESSIUND WO WY RN % QNN W ety <\“\~<“.;‘o'\t'. awetrey, Both
3
shc poaraneead sNsRbeTSED. Seothids G e OF Bax walvaxy wes and el Devads, ave
Tote Fheman had boen Sowned o Q3d & 73 WMWY Savaat. Dat Be Goes oot postravy chom wy a daw
oo peies OF ;x:fﬁ:bnr::x SOUTENCIITS, HS DRI S o waaeect B ia N Nreox o Lo, sEnhes £
S
» f'i.’:ltznx‘_ Qredons: ane ’.‘.‘.":\'J nr. ANt 3 Camet O My Frmmsom 30 Naagtha G T Nodhe Foovions  fivemmeres
Gz, Come.” And o i Bl Boow o Dobmitus S VO X st Oof ':\"\1* Al aad Boraal
X

e _:'v::inL Jdasacal ¥n FRONROEY. DNOOTRAT TAAON Ok 2% BRI Byt wkh
ATASER SIle T & TORAARIS DN U OaRinadt (O JCENEN (il
N v : ~ \ N LA )
S22 alaQTEDBIAT TR IF e Ny SRR NOOWETTRY D UAnd DRmes

N
Coramen] CRODOR SORNITRS IR SONNE SR of SENEINIEE A I A St c‘\" RANOIEAR S SR SUIR B AN
~ R N
3 k) r 3 . . \ ; . b | 3
DIRTLESSITR T oS ing wowe AT & RERW WU Baremor s sovene obewy e clasaa! Loy of dess

S N QRS YRGQONAN MO RARD
RN WD L PR SN e R NG
AR NG RN R WO INGR AN
I W ONREETON N ERANGON Q%
N RN R A NOTE S BN, Py
VI NIERE QMR W NN ARG W\
AN, TRANN L ANANNCOR Y
ONONNN 0 BN & OB
NN REDROUNNTED &Y PR
NN O M RO TN IO UTRARD
AN NN, O EORNGA

YN

NI QRIS EORNARD ARAN T
BCRNGS (BRI M R
LOONTRATION OF ¥y WA N
NUTONE SOR UEARNR > N FEN TN

O SENEWIN X g WG\ RE N W
PR S SN RN B UG R\ E R
T fRm TRl PANGN NARNNALL AND
ORI ONENVRN OO L YO
BEANANNE RAURE BN NN MAaNy
NCRY CERARY VALY UNINERN Y
XN COLARTENY REINEUAT LRRARY




CANTOR AKIES CENTER JOURNAI

and posture in Telemachus’s more contrived, battle-
ready pose, Stothard’s depicts sailors’ naked muscles
stramned on a fallen mast. The more sinewy, fore-
shortened, and contorted torso of the central figure
recalls the bodies of Satan’s legions: in the 1790s
Stothard began to work with romantic form as much
as romantic content, But content is an important
part of the Telemachus scene as well: the palpable
struggle in Stothard’s rendition—"Telemachus’s deter-
mination and his mate's desperation—and the sea’s
roughness accord this illustration a new emotional
tenor. Venus and Cupid, floating above, may be clas-
sical, but the action iself—a personal fight against
overwhelming odds—represents the romantic ideal
that would become so popular decades later with
Percy Bysshe Shelley and George Gordon Byron.*
Stothard’s other exhibited work, The Dryads Finding
Narcissus, ikewise displays a figural roughness quite
distner from his early drawings (and only the right-
most dryad is classically dressed and posed), Nature
is no longer a sketchy background but contributes
to the mood of the scene, Narcissus, the center of
attention, may not be a typical romantic hero, bur,
again, the self-absorbed lover certainly bears similari-
tes to the typical romantic poet, Stothard, likewise,
1s no Goya or Delacroix, but his work foreshadows
therr movement. Romantic qualities, both formal and
conceptual, compete with (and occasionally defear)
neoclassical precedent in his 1790s exhibition works,
Satan Sunmoning 1is Legions, alchough it appears
selatively carly in the decade, is a marked example
of this stylistic oscillation, Completed on the verge of
Stothard’s election o the academy, the painting is
caught between its artist’s neoclassical and protoro-
manuc periods—after the spmpler drawings of the
lm*vmu& mf('«‘.idt's l)ul hrfm'c lhc l)t.)H .slcp.s lh.’ll were

seen in the 1793 exhibiuon. The demons behind the

central character point to aspects of romanticism
through their rough contortions as figures and their
rebellious struggle as characters, but Satan stands in
a separate style. Formally, at least, his armor, stable
anatomy, and frozen posture suggest a restrained
classicism. If Stothard planned on a consistent
depiction of Satan in Jeffryes's Milton, then this
figure was likely meant to look like the hyperclassical
orator of The Council in Pandemonium, which appeared
next in the series.”'

However, although Stothard may have limited his
artistic romanticism to the background behind Satan,
his central figure could still represent romanticism
ideologically. Before the 17g90s the artistic romantic
movement and the literary Satan-protagonist thesis
were still in their nascent stages, so Stothard would
have little reason to conflate the two—it is remark-
able enough that he places them both within the
same frame. The formal rendering of his legions
may have already been stylistically romantic, yet the
heroic concept of the artist’s Satan was to become a
romantic position in a different sense.

Although the Satan-protagonist reading of
Paradise Lost is widely acknowledged by literary critics
today, this interpretation was far from common in the
decades following the poem'’s publication. According
to M. H. Abrams, the twentieth-century American

litcmry critic,

For more than a century after his great epic was published,
no one doubted that Milton’s whole-souled purpose had
been, as he had represented it, “to Justify the ways of God
to men,” or that his sympathics were anything but undeserv-
edly on the side of Ommnipotence in His suppression of the

Satanic rebellion.**

Although criticisms such as John Dryden’s in 1697
and Lord Chesterfield’s in 1749 recognized Satan as
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the hero on the basis of his victory, “it apparently
occurred to no one to correlate this reading of Milton's
character with his unintended elevation of Satan
to the position of formal protagonist in Paradise
Lost.”** Before the arrival of Stothard’s Satan, only
Robert Burns in 1787 implied that the reader might
side with the devil, but he gives no textual argument:
the reader would have to side with hell in general
in the war against heaven, he writes.** Two creative
works proposed a similar thesis, but they seem to
have received little attention: the anonymous Head of
a Modern Poet, Being the Substance of a Dream, Occasioned
by Reading the Sixth Book of Virgil, of 1750, and William
Combe’s The Diaboliad in 1777.° Stothard probably did
not know about these early sources, and in any event,
most interpretations still considered Satan a villain.
Nor does it seem that Stothard drew on earlier
artistic representations of the devil: to the contrary,
Stothard is the first in a centurylong line of illustra-
tors to eliminate all the features and icons of Milton's
villainous Satan. From 1688, when Jacob Tonson
first published an illustrated Paradise Lost, artists
had humanized Satan significantly in comparison
to their medieval predecessors,”” but only Stothard
renders him indistinguishable from a heroic, clas-
sical commander. J. B. Medina, Tonson’s chief artist,
began the tradition of picturing Satan as a satyr,™
with pointed ears, horns, wings, and occasionally a
tail and hooves. Medina did away with the medi-
eval devil’s beak and talons, but his Satan remains a
deformed, dark, sinister creature. The first depiction
of Satan summoning his legions belongs to Sir James
Thornhill, in 1720. While the round shields, tall,
plumed helmets, and long spears make Satan’s army
look like a band of hoplites, this Satan retains the
horns and webbed wings that represent his unangelic

character. At best, only his right side, outside the

FIG. 7 FRANCIS HAYMAN (BRITISH, 1708-1776), SATAN CALLING HIS LEGIONS,
1749-50, ENGRAVED BY S. F. RAVENET, IN JOHN MILTON, PARADISE LOST.

A POEM IN TWELVE BOOKS, 2 VOLS. (LONDON, 1750), 1:104. THIS ITEM

1S REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION OF THE HUNTINGTON LIBRARY, SAN
MARINO, CALIFORNIA

disquieting shadow, is appealing. Francis Hayman's
version of the scene of about 1750 (fig. 7) eliminates
the horns and softens the wings but continues to
portray an infernal devil. While outward symbols are
scarce, Satan’s dark, spiked hair and facial contor-
tions underscore an unequivocal evil.

Although these earlier versions grant Satan
varying degrees of humanity, they all share one

crucial element that Stothard abandons: their Satans
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are identifiable. Stothard 1s the first illustrator to
humanize Satan to the extent that he is unrecogniz-
able as the “Arch-fiend” (Paradise Lost, book 1, 1. 209).
The classical armor from previous versions is kept, but
bodily ornaments, contortions, and darkness are gone.
The black, serpentine locks are replaced by blond
curls. In The Council in Pandemonium, even Satan’s wings
are gone, so that the figure becomes little more than a
Roman senator. In Satan Summoning His Legions, whether
without distinct wings as in the painting’s vague
blue brushstrokes or with feathered wings as in the
engraving (fig. 2), Stothard’s devil is either a general or
an angel. His surrounding legions certainly contribute
to the line of interpretation that casts the figure as
protagonist: carlier illustrators of Milton depicted
devils that climb out of fiery pits or stand at mili-
tary command, but Stothard depicts devils that can
stll fly. As a result, many of the figures look as much
like fallen angels as outright demons (the legionnatre

floating under Satan’s right arm might even quote

Michelangelo’s God from the Sistine Chapel). These
are not variations on previous artists’ devils: these are
new insights. Stothard’s Satan Summoning His Legions,
then, is not only a rung on the ladder progressing to
a romantic Satan; it marks a definite shift, the begin-
ning of a new wave of representation.

Stothard may not, however, have come up with this
interpretation on his own. If we take his other illustra-
tions as a benchmark, Stothard was not one to take
controversial gambles in portraying literary figures: if
anything, he tended to subdue visible emotion so that
the character’s psychological state remained ambig-
uous.” Throughout his career, Stothard was a literary
illustrator, not a literary essayist or critic. Where, then,
did the conceit of this painting come from? One
remaining domain of influence solves the puzzle: any
argument concerning the stylistic and interpretative
novation of Satan Summoning His Legions is inseparable
from the influences of the artist’s closest friends, John
Flaxman and William Blake.*

FIG. 8. JOHN FLAXMAN (BRITISH, 1755-1826), WINGED SATAN, C.1790.
PEN AND GRAY INK, WITH GRAY WASH OVER GRAPHITE, 23 x 24 6.
LONDON, BRITISH MUSEUM, BEQUEST OF HENRY VAUGHAN.
1900.0824.177. PHOTO @ THE TRUSTEES OF THE BRITISH MUSEUM;
COURTESY BRITISH MUSEUM

FIG. 9. JOHN FLAXMAN (BRITISH, 1755-1826), SATAN ROUSING HIS LEGIONS,
C. 1790. PEN AND GRAY INK, WITH GRAY WASH OVER GRAPHITE,
20.5%25.9 LONDON, BRITISH MUSEUM, BEQUEST OF HENRY VAUGHAN.,
1900.0824.176. PHOTO © THE TRUSTEES OF THE BRITISH MUSEUM;
COURTESY BRITISH MUSEUM
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In spite of the unpleasant surprise of his early
exclusion from the Royal Academy, Flaxman remained
more strictly neoclassical in tenor throughout his
career than any other illustrator of Milton.” His
illustrations for Paradise Lost, also drawn sometime in
the early 179os,"* were never finished or published, but
his two versions of Satan Rousing His Legions (figs. 8, 9)
bear striking structural similarities to Stothard’s—as
if Stothard had combined the Satan of the first with
the legions of the second. However, the similarities
are likely only as deep as the design: Flaxman would
never intentionally glorify Satan.

The biographical aid that colors this differ-
ence lies in the artists’ respective stances toward
Christianity. According to biographer Shelley
Bennett, Stothard was probably a Voltaire-inspired
deist, a pious man who never went to church and
showed no signs after his youth of any particular
religious affiliation.” Flaxman, by contrast, was “a
literary man with strong religious convictions and
particularly concerned with man's constant battle
against sin.”* If Flaxman’s depictions of Satan appear
sympathetic, it may be because he never detailed the
character’s threatening shadows and features. At any
rate, Flaxman got the chance to vilify Satan later on
in his career with his only finished work on the char-
acter, St. Michael Overcoming Satan (University College
London, library), a statue that speaks volumes
about how Flaxman conceived Satan. The work is
biblical rather than Miltonic, as the title and the
construction suggest (during the battle in book 6
of Paradise Lost, Michael is not a saint and Satan is
not half snake; those traditions belong, respectively,
to the Catholic Church and Revelation 12:7—9). As
such, and as is clear from the devil’s curled position,
Flaxman eliminates any possibility of a heroicized

Satan in his statue, and one wonders, then, whether

THOMAS STOTHARD

AND THE NASCENT ROMANTIC SATAN

his sketches for Paradise Lost could have treated Satan
any differently.

Even though Flaxman’s views on religion and
on Milton differed from Stothard’s, their friend-
ship is not insignificant. That Stothard was not able
to divorce his Milton illustrations fully from his
neoclassical background may well be because of the
interplay between his art and Flaxman’s. Although
Stothard’s message is more provocative than Flaxman,
a comparison of their Satan illustrations reveals that
Stothard’s style relies heavily on his friend’s influence.
How does Stothard use the same figures and produce
a different feel? First, Stothard uses only the figures in
Flaxman'’s drawings that have the most motional and
emotional complexity: the encircling demons from
one of the drawings and the pointing Satan from the
other. Second, Stothard creates a greater light-dark
contrast between Satan and his legions, a tech-
nique that differentiates the hero from his more
disturbing armies and turns Satan into Lucifer, the
“Light-bringer.” These differences are subtle, but each
contributes to a clearer sense that, of the two artists,
only Stothard deliberately paints a hero.

The most important piece of evidence of the
entire case for a romanticized Stothard and Saran,
however, has to come from a different friendship:
that with painter and poet William Blake. Stothard
and Blake met in 1779 and were close until a dispute
distanced them in 1806.% In the meantime, their
friendship brought out some of Stothard’s most
politically and artistically progressive sentiments.
The pair joined similar radical political groups in the
1780s and 179os and admired the same innovative
painters, James Barry and John Hamilton Mortimer—
both of whom were considered at the time “eccentric,
rebellious, and highly romantic.”* Their friendship

flourished in the sphere of business as well. “Blake’s

v
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own artistic sentiments were so closely in tune with
Stothard’s that when he opened his own print shop
in...1784, the only prints to be tssued were after
Stothard’s designs of Zephyrus & Flora and Callisto
Blake continued to help Stothard find employment
in tough years. In 1779 Flaxman invited the two
artists to join the Mathews' circle, an association
that makes apparent the intellectual cross-pollina-
tion occurring within the band of friends, “I'his
gathering of intellectuals shared a taste for Gothie
and Ttalianate literature, music, and art. A literate
woman, Mrs. Mathew read the works of Homer
to Flaxman in Greek and encouraged an interest in
Shakespeare and the pre-Romantic poets,”" Since
Blake published his first volume of verse under the
patronage of Mrs. Mathew and her husband, the
group and its discussions are a likely source for his
literary romanticism. One can only assume that, even
if a smaller dose of the new movement rubbed off
on Stothard, the painter was at least well exposed
to its ideas and, in particular, to Blake’s. If nothing
else, it 1s from this alliance that the form of Stothard's
painting changed: “Together,” Bennett writes, “these
three close friends developed a reduced lincar style to
amplify the emotional resonance of their art"*

But the intellectual nature of this friendship
weighs heavily on the interpretation of the conceptual
content of Stothard’s art as well, since Blake was the first
important champion in writing of the romantic Satan.
From 1790 to 1793, in the same years that Stothard
was approaching the Royal Academy and painting
his Satan, Blake penned The Marriage of Heaven and
Hell. This 1s the first thorough and enduring treatise
on the proposal that Satan was the hero of Paradise
Lost—the culmination of pro-Satan criticism and the
birth, for all intents and purposes, of the romantic
Satan.** For all its intricacy, Blake’s interpretation
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was stmmatized and populavized inoa onesentence,
passing remark: in the secon titled " he Voree of
the Devil” Blake writes, "Noter The veason Milion
wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels & Ciod,
at liberty when of Dievils & Tlell, s becanne he was
true Poct, and of the Devil's party without knowing
i, has Tine, the most Lamous i Milton scholar
ship, was pivotal for the development of the rebellions
romantic hero” Moreover, the sdea was not neces
sarily new for Blake; i a poem he wrote to I Laxian
in 18oo, he clatms, “Milton lovid me i childhood aned
shew'd me his face! " 1t the author can be taken at his
word, it seems that Blake saw Satan as the protagonist
in Paradise Lost from hus st reading, Blakes friendship
with Stothard at the end of the eighteenthy centary was
such that Stothard, having already dabbled i Milton
illustrations before the Jeffryes edition, must have
discussed and had some knowledge of Blake's carly
interpretation, or at least of that i his fortheominy,
book. It can be no comeidence that such a close-knit
pair produced in the span of two to three years the
first written treatise on Milton's sympathy with Satan
and the first work of art that unequivocally depicts
Satan as a martial hero, Stothard may not have been
an innovative literary interpreter on his own, but
cannot have hurt him to have one at his right hand,
While Stothard's Satan Summontng His Legions
may appcar farther from Blake's (fig, 10) than from
Flaxman's, the details that Blake keeps speak 1o their
common interpretation, Blake's own illustrations
for Paradise Lost appeared in 1807, shortly after his
estrangement from his old friend. The gap of fifteen
years of ideological and, now, personal differences
certainly shows between Stothard's Satan Summoning
His Legions and Blake's, but the works remain
connected. Stothard began the convention of the

wingless, blond, curly-haived Satan that Blake adapts,
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I'he confused mass of naked, muscular, emotive

bodies filling the frame is an imnovation of Stothard’s
as well, Blake’s only significant departures come from
his stance as a romantic poet; he attempts to present
at once a more iteral illustration from Milton and 2
more erotic one, Unlike Stothard, Blake keeps the
chains ( Paradise 1051, book 1, L, 2103y and "the ponderous

L o P
shield” (1. 284 ) of the original text, and his figures are

contorted, not i action or in pain, bt i muscular

voluptuousness, In these formal qualities, Satan and

his legions are the same as almost any other figure

1L . , ,
i Blake's ilustrations—-as Adam, Fve, the angels, or

cven Jests, Whereas in laxman's drawings, the simila
composition between the disturbimg legions and

their leader conveys Saran's evil, in Blake's cane, the
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likeness between the liell dwellers and heaven dwellers
undermimens s i Anpersions, Blake attacks the entire
Chistian spiritual hievarchy, continuing his thesis i
Ihe Marriage of Heaven and Hell i any sverprevation tha
goes Lar beyond Stothard's, However, lake's more
extreme interpretations (s i his Saan ) should not be
vaken for romanticism’s norm: bis vadieal positions
and depictions do nor necessanly push Stothard off
the spectrum of yormanticism altogecher.

Bt does that Teave Stothard's Satan wheve we lefy
it at the beginmng, ancommitted 1o eithier Flaxmans
extreme neochassicism or PBlake's extreme romanty
cism? Maybe s, but its stance on a muddle grovnd
does not dopmish its importance, noy daes 1t show

any indecisiveness on Stothard’s part. I poetry and
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it art, romanticisim and the romantic Satan did not
become fully realized until the nineteenth century;
back in 1792, the Royal Academy would have expected
Stothard to paint in a neoclassical style, Stothard’s
Satan defies that expectation, Though not fully
romantic o its own, Stothatd's painting is still stylis-
tically andd interpretatively prescient, It emphatically
tejects the blatantly negative demons of the previous
century by creating legions whose cause appears,
tather than fierce, pitiable and urgent, It takes a tradi-
tion of datk and twisted Satans and leaves instead
A blond, soft, bright hero. Fven in its mote classical,
engraved form (Bartolozzi's), the illustration allows
for a Blakean, Satan-sympathetic reading by trans-
forming the entire army of martial devils into fallen
angels, winged ot flying, Stothard's style may be riven
with social and personal influences, but, ultimately,
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he chooses a artistic innovation over engraving-ready
precision and the Blakean hero over Flaxman's fiend.
When Satan Summoning His Legions appeared in 1792, it
was not just another illustration to the first book of
laradise Lost: its startling novelty in form and interpre-
tation ushered in the era of the romantic artist and

the romantic hero.
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