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There’s a social life to exchanges between music and art. This 

dynamic asserts itself powerfully in the discourses around art, as 

used by artists (visual and musical), theorists, patrons and critics, as 

much as in the contexts in which artists experienced one another’s 

work: studios, concert venues, galleries, private music rooms and 

lecture halls. Encounters in metaphor, theory and in live musical 

performance, each bringing the visual and aural into close contact, 

cast a light on the network of influences that give rise to different 

kinds of art–music interrelation, a murky set of relationships that 

makes tracing the influences between these two disciplines so 

complicatedly fascinating.

Conditions of Music
James McNeill Whistler, for all of his association with music by 

way of his Nocturnes and Symphonies, is often one of the first 

visual artists to come to mind. But he wasn’t an especially music-

minded man and didn’t explore the possibility of deep, formal links 

between his painting and the audible arts; in fact, the idea of those 

musical titles came from a critic and a patron, respectively.3 The 

analogy between music and painting, which underwent a major 

florescence in the nineteenth century, was of primary value to 

Whistler in defending his paintings from the vehement criticism 

they received. The analogy could only do this because of the cul-

tural currency it already carried. One of these defenses, published 

in The World during his lawsuit for libel against critic John Ruskin, 

who described Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket 
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as “flinging a pot of paint in the public’s face” (fig.  83), supplies 

the epigraph above. The “musical” in painting was a metaphor to 

explain his disinterest in subject matter, to orient his detractors 

and supporters around the idea that color and form and painterly 

technique were the sole determinants of a good picture—a radical 

idea at the time. Music was understood as an acceptably nonrep-

resentational but sensual and emotionally resonant art, with only 

the formal relationships between notes for materials. That kind of 

resonance between viewer and a work of art—“resonance” itself an 

acoustical metaphor—was what Whistler was after.

Whistler’s musical metaphor would make another appearance 

in his “Ten O’Clock Lecture” of 1885, which was translated into 

French by poet Stéphane Mallarmé (1842–1898) and would have 

profound effect on the compositional strategies of a young Claude 

Debussy (1862–1918). Debussy’s use of “color”—a visual metaphor 

for an aural effect—is nearly always first in discussions of his work 

83. James McNeill Whistler (1834–1903). Nocturne in Black and Gold:  

The Falling Rocket, 1875. Oil on panel, 233/4 × 183/8 in. (60.2 × 46.7 cm).  

Detroit Institute of Arts; Gift of Dexter M. Ferry, Jr.

(and often contrasted by way of another sensuous metaphor, to 

their relative “warmth” or “coolness”). It is tempting to hear some-

thing of Whistler’s loose brushwork and blending of closely related 

tones in a work for orchestra like Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune 

(1894), which is based on the poem of the same name by Mallarmé 

and eschews traditional melodic and structural development for a 

slow morphing of chromatic scales and a loose, fluid meter. That 

Mallarmé, Debussy and Whistler socialized at Tuesday evening 

soirées at Mallarmé’s house and the fact that this composition 

would later be the impetus for one of the Ballets Russes’ most 

lasting performances, visually inspired by Greek vase painting, only 

underscores the complex relationships at play.

Whistler’s first use of this analogy predates Walter Pater’s infa-

mous maxim, “All art constantly aspires towards the condition 

of music,”4 which supported the aims of later members of the 

Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and those who, like Whistler, asso-

ciated with the Aesthetic Movement. This was the age of “art for 

art’s sake,” and music was the most suggestive muse. Music was an 

analogy for the independent effect of form and color, and at times 

it was also a pictorial theme. For Dante Gabriel Rossetti, paint-

ings of female musicians were meant to evoke the creative act 

and the sensuous, languid rapture art inspires in a viewer. Veron-

ica Veronese is emblematic of this approach: while the uncaged 

canary’s beak is opened in song, the woman absent-mindedly fin-

gers the violin strings with an expression of lyric melancholy on her 

face, her bow arm resting on her sheet music and near the quill 

(fig. 84). Taken together they are a reminder of the temporality of 

song and the need for visual means to recollect it and recreate it, 

to shape it artistically—through the mark making of musical nota-

tion or, as here, in oil on canvas. Being both a poet and painter, 

Rossetti also likely identified with the “poet-singers” of his musical 

pictures.5

Edward Burne-Jones was drawn to this appeal of music as well, 

visible in such paintings as Laus Veneris (1873–75, Laing Art Gallery), 

which draws on the Tannhäuser myth and Burne-Jones’s adoration 

of Wagner, or The Love Song (1868–77, The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art), which was first sketched along with a danse macabre scene 

upon an upright piano that he received as a wedding gift (fig. 85). 

Here the bellows of the portable organ are pumped by Cupid, yet 

the woman playing it recalls none other than the patron saint of 

music, St. Cecilia (fig.  152).6 Frederic Leighton (1830–1896) saw 

a deeper consonance between the two arts but one still rooted 

in analogy and representation, giving one painting of a languor-

ous female a title borrowed from Mahler, Lieder ohne Worte  

(“Songs without Words,” ca. 1861, Tate London). In The Quartet, or a  

Painter’s Tribute to Music, Albert Moore freely conflated contem-

porary chamber practice and a scene of antiquity in order to lend 



84. Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828–1882). Veronica Veronese, 

1872. Oil on canvas, 431/4 × 361/4 in. (110 × 92 cm). Delaware Art 

Museum; Gift of Samuel and Mary R. Bancroft.
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sensuous eroticism to the rhythmic patterning of instruments and 

bows, white linen and marble, and pale yellow flesh (fig. 86). 

For these artists, music represented the freedom to revel lav-

ishly in color and mood, though never abandoning representa-

tional means for evoking that musical effect. It suggested aesthetic 

ecstasy, an inward receptiveness to sensuous experience. In this 

sense, it is a forerunner of the early twentieth-century avant- 

garde’s identification of music with the spiritual and abstract “inner 

resonance” (innerer Klang, in Kandinsky’s phrasing) between artist 

and object, and between object and viewer.7

In truth, Whistler and other painters of the Aesthetic Movement 

were drawing on a relatively recent tradition of using an analogy 

to music to defend avant-garde tendencies. This was established 

enough that Eugène Delacroix, who was close friends with Chopin 

85. Piano made by Frederick Priestly with painted scenes by Edward 

Burne-Jones (1833–1898), ca. 1860. American oak case, painted with 

shellac varnish, 50 × 367/8 × 181/2 in. (127 × 93.5 × 47 cm). Victoria and Albert 

Museum, London; Given by Mrs. J. W. Mackail, daughter of the artist.



86. Albert Moore (1841–1893). The Quartet, or a Painter’s Tribute to Music, 

1868. Oil on canvas, 243/8 × 347/8 in. (61.8 × 88.7 cm). Pérez Simón Collection, 

Mexico.
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87. John William Godward (1861–1922). The Muse Erato and Her Lyre, 

1895. Oil on canvas, 283/4 × 323/4 in. (72.9 × 83.2 cm). Pérez Simón  

Collection, Mexico.

88. Harmony, from the first illustrated edition 

of Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia, 1603.

and painted a stirring portrait of the prototypical musical virtuoso 

Niccolò Paganini (1831, Phillips Collection), could write that, “There 

is an impression that results from a particular juxtaposition of col-

ors, lights and shades: what one might call the music of painting.”8 

Charles Baudelaire, whose theory of “correspondances” would set 

the groundwork for a wave of synesthetic art, wrote of Delacroix’s 

work, “[T]hese wonderful chords of color often make one dream 

of harmonies and melodies, and the impression one derived from 

his pictures is often, to a large extent, musical.”9 For these artists 

and many others of the era, the painted equivalent of music is one 

that prioritizes emotional or expressive effect. 

Poussin, Ancient Music and Early Opera
Looking even further back, we can see the kernel of this in the 

paintings of Nicolas Poussin. The presence of the occasional 

musician in his work, upon first blush, may appear only to indicate 

a dependence on the traditional iconography of allegorical paint-

ers. Poussin was known to consult Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia (1593), 

which advised depicting Scandal, for instance, as an open-mouthed 

man with a lute at his side and Harmony as a queen playing a bass 

viol (fig.  88). But Poussin’s interests sought a correspondence, 

more intellectual or theoretical than formal, between several of 

the arts. He drew heavily on the ideas of Gioseffo Zarlino (1517–

1590), the Italian music theorist and composer. It was Zarlino’s  

Istitutioni harmoniche (1553), a landmark of musical theory that 

included an extended treatment of the Greek modes, with which 

Poussin was most familiar. 

Unlike composers or poets, painters had no fully articulated 

ancient Greek theories to turn to for direction, so most fol-

lowed Horace’s dictum ut pictura poesis, or “as is painting, so is 

poetry.” Poussin instead borrowed heavily from Zarlino’s expli-

cation of ancient musical modes, in which there is some overlap 

with Horace, as ancient poetry was thought to be sung to musi-

cal accompaniment.10 These singer-poets relied on the modes 

(Dorian, Phrygian, Aeolian, etc.) composed of distinctive sets of 

tonal intervals to provide order and structure to their composi-

tions, each with an essential relationship to the emotional effect 

it was best at conveying. Poussin applied these ideas to painting, 

considering his pictures a kind of visual poetry or visual music—or, 

more likely, the ancient hybrid of the two in which imagery, narra-

tive and emotional effect were harmonized.11 

Each mode, as Poussin described in a letter to a patron, was “the 

ration or the measure and the form that we employ to do anything, 

which compels us not to go beyond it.”12 He associates (follow-

ing Zarlino, somewhat) the Dorian mode with gravity and sever-

ity; the Phrygian with joy and pleasure but also the fury and awe 

appropriate to depict “frightful wars”; the Lydian with sorrow; the 
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Hypolydian with sweetness, glory and divinity; and the Ionian with 

the cheerfulness of dance, bacchanalia and feasting. While relating 

these to actual paintings in Poussin’s body of work has been dif-

ficult, it is perhaps easy enough to read the Ionian in The Triumph 

of Bacchus (fig. 89) or Eleanor Antin’s postmodern re-staging of 

The Triumph of Pan (fig. 25), based on Poussin’s painting of the 

same name at the National Gallery, London. In the former, the pro-

cession is whipped into its fervor by music—played on panpipes, 

serpent trumpet and tambourine, joined by shouts of “Evoe! Evoe!” 

that the standard emblazoned with the words is meant to evoke—

and proceeds like music on a staff, laterally from left to right. The 

emotional effect is singular: Dionysian joy.

89. Nicolas Poussin (1594–1665). The Triumph of Bacchus, 1635–36.  

Oil on canvas, 503/8 × 593/4 in. (128 × 151.8 cm). The Nelson-Atkins Museum 

of Art; Purchase: William Rockhill Nelson Trust.



90. Nicolas Poussin (1594–1665). A Dance to the Music of Time,  

ca. 1634–36. Oil on canvas, 321/2 × 407/8 in. (82.5 × 104 cm).  

Wallace Collection, London.
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Yet by looking at Poussin’s A Dance to the Music of Time 

(fig. 90), a more enigmatic picture, we can find a window into how 

the visual arts, even at that moment, were intensely bound up with  

the past and with the capabilities and limitations of other artistic 

disciplines. The allegorical scheme of the picture was suggested by 

the patron who commissioned it, Giulio Rospigliosi. Later known 

as Pope Clement IX, Rospigliosi is remembered for his early sup-

port for the still-nascent art of opera and his authorship of several 

libretti, including the seminal Il Sant’Alessio (1631) composed by 

Stefano Landi. The performance of this opera at the Teatro delle 

Quattro Fontane on February  18, 1632, and Rospigliosi’s close  

relationship with Barberini Pope Urban  VIII secured continuing 

support for the emerging art form (fig. 91). The “invention” of opera 

represented a turn away from pure visual-musical spectacle to a 

more inherently dramatic form. Its use of music, stage and perfor-

mance involved viewers in a cycle of relatable, reversible human 

fortune. 

This is as true of Sant’Alessio as it is of operas based on the 

myth of Orpheus. Of the many composers who selected Orpheus 

as their protagonist in the first half of the seventeenth century,  

Claudio Monteverdi had the most impact through his landmark 

L’Orfeo, performed in Mantua in 1607 and published two years 

later. As Karol Berger has shown, Orfeo allegorically represents the 

argument among music theorists of the age over how to under-

stand the “perfection” of ancient Greek music and the proper 

relation among its three elements as defined by Plato: harmo-

nia (harmony), rhythmos (rhythm) and logos (word).13 Some, like 

Zarlino, privileged harmony and complex counterpoint, mathe-

matical in character and imitative of the divine in sound. This music 

allowed for harmony of the celestial and the terrestrial, just as the 

91. Engraving of Il Sant’Alessio, Act III, Scene 5. From the 1634 published 

score. Beineke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.
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performance of angelic musicians acting as the in-time agents 

of an outside-of-time God in Lorenzo Veneziano’s Madonna and 

Child with Angels, the Crucifixion, and Saints marks the eternal 

and divine character of the event (fig. 92). Others preferred a more 

homophonic style, including Galileo’s father Vincenzo Galilei 

(who publicly criticized Zarlino) and the Florentine Camerata who 

would bring about the birth of opera through the development of 

recitative. This was rooted in an understanding of ancient Greek 

tragedy as sung drama, what they called “monody.” They held 

that this simpler style of composition, which joined a single singer 

with harmonically restrained instrumental accompaniment, would 

better communicate the passionate states of the characters. The 

complex harmonies of polyphonic music made the text incom-

prehensible and obscured the emotional and ethical force they 

believed ancient music had achieved so well. 

The struggle between these two music styles, following Berg-

er’s argument, is allegorically embodied in the figure of Orpheus, 

the poet-musician whose failed rescue of Eurydice is an image 

of the Renaissance composer attempting to recover the antique 

musical tradition. Jacopo Peri’s Euridice (1600), the earliest full 

opera to have survived, was largely homophonic, staying close to 

the style described by the Camerata. Breaking up the stile rap-

presentativo (“theater style” that was halfway between speech and  

song), Monteverdi’s slightly later Orfeo included arias, dances and 

92. Lorenzo Veneziano (active ca. 1353–1379). Madonna 

and Child with Angels, the Crucifixion, and Twelve 

Apostles or Saints (center panel, detail), ca. 1360.  

Tempera on panel, 203/4 × 87/8 in. (52.7 × 22.5 cm).  

The San Diego Museum of Art; Gift of Anne R. and  

Amy Putnam.
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choruses, incorporating counterpoint into the operatic reper-

toire14 as if wrestling with the debate in its construction. 

In Poussin’s A Dance to the Music of Time, Time himself holds 

Orpheus’s lyre instead of his usual scythe. There are other sug-

gestive consonances as well: In the first act of Orfeo, the chorus  

sings “Qui miri il sole / vostre carole” (“Let the Sun see / your 

round-dances”), echoing Poussin’s quartet of caroling dancers that 

represent the seasons and the cycle of human fortunes in the garb 

of poverty, labor, wealth and pleasure. In the second act, before 

Orpheus knows Eurydice is dead, he sings of the cyclical nature 

of human happiness: “Dopo il duol viè più contento, / Dopo il mal 

viè più felice” (“After sorrow one is even more content, / After woe, 

one is even happier.”). The changing fates of operatic protagonists 

like Orpheus are suggested by the dancers, each fleeing from one 

figure—wealth from labor, labor from poverty—and chasing after 

another figure—wealth after pleasure, an overindulgent pleasure 

back into poverty. 

We can see the musical form of the canon in the dancers. A 

canon is a more strictly formalized version of a fugue, a term that 

comes from Latin roots for both “to flee” (fugere) and “to chase” 

(fugare).15 The compositional style participates in a tradition of the 

harmonia mundi, the “music of the spheres,” that goes back to 

Pythagoras and is based on an understanding of the universe in 

which the proportional distances between heavenly bodies were 

thought to have a musical though inaudible character. Zarlino was 

a major theorist of canonic counterpoint, writing about the subject 

along with mode in Istitutioni harmoniche, and Poussin’s danc-

ers are equally suggestive of the form: voices flee and chase one 

another in evocation of the divine, just as the dancers do in cele-

bration of the cycles of human fate, which is repeated in the higher 

register by Apollo, in his sky-bound chariot, chasing after Aurora, 

goddess of the dawn.

In Time’s hands, Orpheus’s seven-stringed lyre is an echo of the 

heavenly lyre of divine harmony (fig. 95). Each string corresponds 

to one of the seven classical planets but also recalls the seven 

days of the Abrahamic creation.16 Yet this music, as all music, must 

begin, must proceed in time, and must end. As much as it can be a 

figure for the divine and unchanging, music is equally and unavoid-

ably an emblem for the natural process of death and decay. In 

the Dutch vanitas tradition, musical instruments were symbols of 

death, memento mori, for this reason as much as they represented 

vain and decadent pursuits. Music, dance and mortality have been 

associated since medieval times, especially in the allegorical genre 

the Dance of Death in which people of all walks of life are tunefully 

marched out of this life and into the next (fig. 93). The theme has 

often been taken up in music. Franz Liszt’s Totentanz, S.126 (1849), 

Camille Saint-Saëns’s Danse macabre, Op. 40 (1874), and Franz 

93. Wenceslaus Hollar (1607–1677), after Hans Holbein the Younger 

(1497/98–1543). Paradise Lost, from the Dance of Death. Etching.  

The Metropolitan Museum of Art; The Elisha Whittelsey Collection,  

The Elissa Whittelsey Fund, 1951.

Schubert’s String Quartet No. 14, D.810 (1824, more well known as 

“Death and the Maiden”) are three of the more recognizable exam-

ples. The theme haunted Arnold Böcklin in the guise of a skeletal 

violin player in his self-portrait of 1872 (fig. 94). According to Alma 

Mahler, wife of composer Gustav Mahler, this painting inspired the 

second movement of his Symphony No. 4 in G major. Here the 

violin solo is played upon a scordatura (“mistuned”) violin, lending 

it a “screeching and rough” tone, in Mahler’s words, “as if Death 

would strike up [the music].”17 The contrast between the orderli-

ness of Poussin’s Dance and the discordantly death-haunted yet 

alluring scene in Giovanni Benedetto Castiglione’s Allegory of Van-

ity (fig. 50) couldn’t be greater, yet the dancing maenad, the lustful 
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musicians who accompany her, and the bacchic revelry before a 

herm of Priapus (god of fertility) in the upper left suggest we look 

again. 

In this light, the figure of Time playing Orpheus’s lyre in Pous-

sin’s Dance is a reminder of Orpheus’s death: forever separated 

from his beloved Eurydice and then torn apart by maenads. The 

putto below Time gazes into an hourglass and one at bottom left 

blows bubbles, another traditional symbol of life’s ephemerality—

human existence a breath of air blown into material form and all 

too easily burst. The comic-operatic version of the Orpheus myth 

with which Rospigliosi would perhaps have been most familiar 

was Landi’s La morte d’Orfeo, performed in Rome in 1619; the two 

worked together on Sant’Alessio little over a decade later. This  

version begins after Orpheus’s failed quest, depicts his death and 

then follows him to a second failure in the afterlife, where Eurydice 

has drunk from the Lethe and no longer remembers him. A rous-

ing celebration of the power of music and love over Hades this  

was not. 

Commentators have often noted the staged and rhetorical qual-

ities of Poussin’s paintings, especially after 1630. But the complex 

orchestration of patterns, repetitions and figures in Dance isn’t 

monodic. The recitative of Poussin’s distinctive allegorical figures 

overlaps and is in tension with its context of celestial polyphony. A 

preparatory drawing for Dance (ca. 1640, National Gallery of Scot-

land) has Apollo and his divine escorts assuming much of the upper 

register of the composition. In the final version, the mythological 

charioteer had receded in space. The change to a wider sense of 

depth and staging of the figurative elements calls to mind the stage 

94. Arnold Böcklin (1827–1901). Self-Portrait with 

Death Playing the Fiddle, 1872. Oil on canvas,  

291/2 × 24 in. (75 × 61 cm). Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin.
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of the 3,000-seat Teatro delle Quattro Fontane, designed by Gian 

Lorenzo Bernini, which allowed for mechanical scene changes, 

flying gods and illusions of deep spatial recession.18 It also reduces 

Apollo to a context or pretext for the song-and-dance interplay of 

human fortune: a distinctly operatic turn. 

Poussin’s friendship with Rospigliosi and his immersion in the 

debates around antique music and poetry, opera and painting can 

be seen in Dance as much as his reading of Zarlino on mode and 

counterpoint. This situates his painting within a voluble context of 

cross-disciplinary artistic debate. Much as Monteverdi heralded a 

new expressive power for music in opera, above or beyond the 

meaning of the text, Poussin’s painting includes the rhetorical ges-

ture of allegory but extends beyond it to assert the independent 

emotional power of painting.

Composing in the Gallery, Painting in the Theater
While we can’t say that Poussin attended one of the early operas 

in Rome, musical performance—participating in it, seeing it—was 

a significant site for the arts to influence one another directly by 

way of their technical expressions: paint or graphite, viola string 

or vocal chord. Musicians throughout history have had visual arti-

facts for their inspiration, often readily at hand. Franz Liszt comes 

to mind, racing through the galleries in Bologna to see Raphael’s 

St. Cecilia and composing his symphonic poem Hunnenschlacht, 

S.105 (1857), after Wilhelm von Kaulbach’s painting of the same 

name. Visual artists, in the world before recording technology, had 

only live performance or the memory of it. (This could be miti-

gated by a talent for playing or a talent for becoming friendly with 

those who did.) Representations of musical events in visual art are 

a vital historical record of performances that may otherwise be 

hard to reconstruct, as skeptical as we must be of them as pure 

reportage. While most artists learned from the study of their cho-

sen medium, musical performance as a subject often served as 

a foil for self-definition, as consideration of arts other than one’s 

own often is. Being a painter in the audience of home concerts, 

chamber performances, symphonies and especially opera was a 

ripe source for the artist, as Henry James put it, “on whom nothing 

is lost.” 

For William Hogarth, it occasioned what is one of the earliest 

depictions of a known stage performance and one of the then- 

engraver’s first works in oils, a moment from The Beggar’s Opera 

(fig. 96). John Gay’s revolutionary opera, first performed in Jan-

uary 1728, subbed out the exquisite finery of Italian opera seria 

for a decidedly English scene, with popular English tunes in place 

of stately arias and commoners and lowlifes in lieu of gods and 

their attendants. It was an unqualified sensation upon its premiere 

and savagely satiric; the Latin on the ribbons in Hogarth’s painting 

95. Nicolas Poussin (1594–1665). A Dance to the Music of Time (detail), 

ca. 1634–36. 



96. William Hogarth (1697–1764). The Beggar’s Opera, 1729.  

Oil on canvas, 231/4 × 30 in. (59.1 × 76.2 cm). Yale Center for British Art;  

Paul Mellon Collection. 
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97. William Hogarth (1697–1764). The Enraged 

Musician, n.d. Engraving, 201/2 × 22 in.  

(52.1 × 55.9 cm). Yale Center for British Art;  

Transfer from the Yale School of Music.

reads veluti in speculum (“as in a mirror”) and Omne tulit punctum 

qui miscuit utile dulci (“He who joins instruction with delight car-

ries all the votes”). That Hogarth would distinguish himself most 

through his witty and layered social critiques, as in The Enraged 

Musician (fig. 97), hints at the impact attending this performance 

had on the artist, though by this time he had already published his 

Masquerades and Opera, which mocked both music-rich events 

as morally suspect. His painted scene from The Beggar’s Opera 

shows the hero, highwayman Macheath, between his two lovers, 

who each think him her husband. Highborn audience members 

in the surrounding boxes look on. At one of these performances, 

the Duke of Bolton, seated at the far right and wearing a blue coat, 

fell in love with actress Lavinia Fenton, who played Polly Peachum 

(in white). She would become his mistress and, after his wife died, 

the Duchess of Bolton. A lecherous, sculpted satyr holds back the 

curtain just overhead. This bit of decor, looming above the Duke’s 

desiring gaze directed at Polly, is Hogarth’s addition of another 

layer of satire to the spectacle. 

Another significant example of the influence between visual art-

ists and music at the nexus of the stage involves the confluence 

of several composers, performers, designers and visual art-

ists, once again revolving around the mythic figure of Orpheus. 

After the Baroque interpretations of the theme by Peri, Landi and  

Monteverdi, it was memorably taken up by Christoph Willibald 

Gluck (1714–1787) in the opera Orfeo ed Euridice (1762), a version 

which, in its conclusion, kindly restores Eurydice to long-suffering 

Orpheus in honor of his constancy and faith. Through this Gluck 

also sought to restore a “noble simplicity” to the music of opera, 

something that had been lost in many of the bloated works of 

opera seria. The part of Orpheus, originally written for a castrato 

(speaking of suffering), was revised for the French version; castrati 

were not commonly used in France. When the opera was revived 

by Hector Berlioz in 1859 as Orphée et Eurydice, it featured female 

contralto Pauline Viardot in the titular role (fig. 98). 

This was the first full production of the opera in Paris in over 

thirty years. More so than exclusively musical composition, the full 

experience of an opera must include its visual aspect; even the 

Revue et Gazette musicale de Paris would sound this note about 

the Orphée revival, noting, “We have been able to hear extracts of 

Gluck in certain concerts, particularly in those of the Société des 
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Corot, Orpheus and the Musical Landscape
It was this production that so enamored the painter Jean-Baptiste- 

Camille Corot. His love of Gluck’s Orphée was not a singularly 

profound experience with music. His bedroom walls were dec-

orated with prints of his favorite composers: Mozart, Gluck, Paer 

and Beethoven. He left money in his will for the purpose of having 

the music of Beethoven and Gluck performed at his funeral.22 All of 

the commentators stress how regular an operagoer he was. But in 

this instance, Corot was so moved by his experience of Orphée et 

Eurydice and the highly praised sets of Charles-Antoine Cambon 

and Joseph Thierry (fig. 101) that he created a kind of landscape 

painting haunted, figuratively and in some sense literally, by the 

spirit of Orpheus. 

That music and the pastoral should be linked is, of course, no 

surprise. In a vastly different context, Tuvan throat singers merge 

music and nature to such a degree that songs are performed next 

to—and accompanied by—particular rivers. Modern perform-

ers of this type of music, when abroad, often play recordings of 

the sounds of their home river as part of their concerts. In the 

Western tradition, the theme goes as far back as the pastoral of  

Hesiod’s Works and Days and Virgil’s Eclogues and into contem-

porary art, as in Alma Thomas’s abstractions (fig. 247) and Su-Mei 

Tse’s video installation L’Echo (2003) in which she accompanies 

herself on cello by way of her echo, returning from across a valley. 

One of Corot’s immediate predecessors, the equally avid theater- 

and operagoer Jean-Antoine Watteau, who like Canaletto was 

left 98. Pauline Viardot as Orpheus. Bibliothèque nationale de France, 

Music Department.

center 99. Nicolas Grobert (1794–1866). Guitar, given by Paganini  

to Hector Berlioz, signed by both, ca. 1830. Various materials.  

Collection Musée de la musique.

right 100. Yvon Adolphe (1817–1893). Tribute to Paganini and  

Berlioz at the Concert of December 16, 1838, ca. 1860. Oil on canvas. 

Collection Musée de la musique.

Concerts du Conservatoire, but we could no longer see a piece of 

Gluck performed; and yet, as everyone knows, the genius of Gluck 

was essentially dramatic, and his music produces its full effect 

only on the stage.”19 This included the stage designs but also the 

visual aspect of the performers. Viardot’s physical presence was 

repeatedly likened to visual art; the critic Saint-Victor compared 

her to “the beauty of a statue that has been moved with emo-

tion, of a sculpture that started to come to life and palpitate.”20  

Viardot’s husband, Louis Viardot, was a theater director and author 

of the essay “Ut pictura musica” (1859), a history of the relationship 

between painting and music.21 Berlioz himself said of Orpheus that 

“his poses before Eurydice’s tomb recall those of certain figures 

in Poussin’s landscapes, or rather, certain bas-reliefs that Poussin 

took as models.” This all conspired to make the production at the 

Théâtre-Lyrique an enormous success.
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probably a former scene painter, extended this link between music 

and the paysage in the fête champêtre painting tradition. 

But while the pastoral was most often invoked for its rural 

agrarian ideals of man in humble harmony with nature, Corot—as 

if following the lead of Beethoven and his “Pastoral” symphony, 

Symphony No. 6 in F major, Op. 68—sensitively expressed in the 

blending of a narrow range of tonalities a unified emotional expres-

sion through the landscape itself. The result is more redolent of an 

inward and sensuous experience of the scene than the Platonic, 

anti-urban ideal. That he titled so many of his paintings Souvenirs 

underscores their inward conception in recollection and recom-

position, not merely in illustration of the natural scene before him. 

Corot’s critics, too, were quick to praise or attack by way of a 

musical analogy: Théophile Thoré said at the 1847 salon that “the 

slightly mystical painting of M. Corot acts on the viewer rather as 

music affects the amateur music lover—indirectly and inexplica-

bly.”23 Charles Lenormand acknowledged deficiencies en route 

to praising the overall genius by saying, “With a man like Corot, 

one overlooks the weakness of the figures, as one excuses the 

brevity of the melodies in Beethoven’s Fidelio.”24 For Corot, whose 

entire career unfolded during and to some measure in response to 

the aesthetic supremacy and commercial success of Beethoven 

among artists of all disciplines, the landscape became the genre 

most receptive to composing with the intent of a similarly power-

ful, musical effect.25 

101. Charles Cambon (1802–1875). Sketch of 

stage design for Orphée et Eurydice, Act III, 

Scene 2. Bibliothèque nationale de France, 

Music Department.

One can register this even in Corot’s comment on “an infinitely 

charming scene” from Berlioz’s revival of Orphée: “[I]t’s when 

[Orpheus] finds Eurydice again in the Elysian fields: you are truly 

transported to a heavenly world .  .  . it’s the infinite and purest 

canopy, with intoxicating fragrances never before known,” stress-

ing the more rarely included sense of smell in the synesthetic 

delights the performance offered.26 It cannot be a coincidence 

that Orpheus’s entrance into the Elysian fields is occasioned by an 

idyllic, pastoral ballet (with a solo for flute in C minor and D minor 

that Berlioz described as “the most effective use of this pale col-

oring”27), followed by an aria in which the dominant melody is 

nature’s, as voiced by an oboe, while Orpheus is left to interject 

his reaction to the overwhelmingly peaceful beauty of the scene:

What a new sky graces this land!

A sweeter day appears before my eyes.

Such harmonious sounds!

I hear the rustling of leaves,

The songs of birds,

The murmuring brook,

And the sighing of the winds.28

In a portrait of the artist (Orpheus) in humble delight with nature—

despite, don’t forget, his torturous and as-yet-incomplete journey 

to reach his lost love, Eurydice—it’s tempting to speculate on how 



102. Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot (1796–1875). Orpheus Leading Eurydice 

from the Underworld, 1861. Oil on canvas, 44 × 54 in. (111.8 × 137.2 cm). 

Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; Museum purchase with funds provided by the 

Agnes Cullen Arnold Endowment Fund.
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Corot identified with the protagonist in this moment, as well as its 

composer.

Indeed, Gluck had compared music in opera to color in visual 

arts, saying that “music ought to do for the poetry what lively col-

ors and the contrasts of light and shadow do for a correct and 

well-ordered drawing, animating the figures without modifying 

their contours.”29 Berlioz criticized Gluck’s metaphor as under- 

selling his compositional power, writing that the composer’s music 

“contains both line and color, and to continue Gluck’s analogy, the 

words form the subject of the painting, hardly more than that.”30 In 

short, the music—not the story or staging—carries the expressive 

force of opera. As Joël-Marie Fauquet noted, “For Berlioz, music 

first became expressive with Gluck.”31

The presence of figures in Orpheus Leading Eurydice from the 

Underworld (fig.  102), moving away from the shades of Hades 

and towards the light of the upper world, gives a narrative—and 

through the connection to Gluck’s Orphée, a performative— 

foothold to seeing Corot’s landscapes as expressive, visual music. 

To gauge by engravings made after the performance Corot 

attended (fig. 103), this particular canvas is less a record of what the 

opera looked like and more an expression of the inward effect key 

moments of it had in Corot’s mind, how song and scene lingered 

and evolved in memory. 

Anyone who has watched a stirring scene from a film with the 

musical soundtrack removed (or substituted for humorous effect) 

knows that sound and especially music shape how we see, how we 

make meaning from what we see. Famously, Stanley Kubrick used 

Richard Strauss’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Also sprach Zarathustra,  

Op. 30, 1896) as a temporary track for his grand opening to 2001: 

A Space Odyssey but then kept it in the final film when the music 

written by Alex North for the scene proved underwhelming at best, 

if not making the sweeping view through space literally laugh-

able.32 It works in reverse, as well, as when The Simpsons or a pizza 

commercial can import the gravity and grandeur of that famous 

sequence to baser subjects simply by layering Strauss’s tone poem 

over their visuals. Today, thanks to iPods and streaming music’s 

promise of the entire catalogue of musical history accessible and 

playlist-able at all times, we soundtrack our lives, our walks and 

commutes, our views. Yet this extends to remembered music, 

too—“The Eye of the Tiger” comes to mind unbidden as we jog 

up the steps—and that this should be as true for Corot, perhaps 

hearing Berlioz’s revival of Orphée as he painted his landscapes 

and souvenirs, should come as no surprise.

“Like his Orpheus,” Theodore de Banville said of Corot, “when 

he sets foot on the land of the living, he returns from the land 

of dreams, where trees, brooks, horizons are only serene visions, 

103. Engraving of Orphée et Eurydice, Act II, at the Théâtre-Lyrique. 

Stage design by Charles-Antoine Cambon and Joseph Thierry. Engraved 

by Jan and Lang. Bibliothèque nationale de France, Music Department.

floating souls that speak directly to our souls.”33 This direct com-

munication from soul to soul, as we’ve seen, is typically associated 

with music, often through metaphors of harmony or resonance. 

If you replaced trees and brooks with bridges and the Thames, 

it could be a description of Whistler’s Nocturnes (fig.  104). It is 

no small coincidence that four massive times of day paintings 

by Corot (ca.  1858, National Gallery, London), confidently done 

in a week to decorate the studio of fellow artist Alexandre- 

Gabriel Decamps, later made their way to the opulent residence 

of Victorian painter Frederic Leighton, where the dream-like qual-

ities of the artists associated with the Aesthetic Movement would 

be explicitly linked to music by likes of Rossetti, Burne-Jones and 

Moore. The distance from the landscapes of Corot to those of 

Whistler is not as far as one might guess. Both artists worked out-

doors, Corot sketching in the forest and Whistler getting rowed 

out onto the Thames after dark; both relied heavily on their mem-

ories of nature to invent their compositions; and for both the  

analogy to music wasn’t structural, it was metaphorical—a met-

aphor for the artist’s intent that Corot made explicit through 

secondary, allegorical musical figures and that Whistler applied 

through his titles: the “Symphonies” of brightly rendered beautiful 

women, the “Arrangements” of portraits in darker tones, and the 

“Nocturnes,” in which views of the London cityscape became the 

foil for an art for art’s sake at the closest to abstraction as then 

achieved in the West.



104. James McNeill Whistler (1834–1903). Nocturne in Blue and Silver, 

1872–78, butterfly added ca. 1885. Oil on canvas, 171/2 × 24 in. (44.5 × 61 cm). 

Yale Center for British Art; Paul Mellon Fund.



105. Arnold Böcklin (1827–1901). Nymph and Satyr, 1871. Oil on canvas, 

421/2 × 61 in. (108 × 154.9 cm). Philadelphia Museum of Art; John G. Johnson 

Collection, 1917.
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106. Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot (1796–1875). Orpheus Greeting  

the Dawn, 1865. Oil on canvas, 783/4 × 54 in. (200 × 137.2 cm).  

Chazen Museum of Art; Gift in memory of Earl William and Eugenia  

Brandt Quirk, Class of 1910, by their children (E. James Quirk,  

Catherine Jean Quirk and Lillian Quirk Conley).

Swiss Symbolist Arnold Böcklin would also learn from Corot. 

Böcklin’s Isle of the Dead paintings, as if reversing Orpheus’s res-

cue, guide the viewer to an isolated final resting place where, as 

he said while painting it, “It shall become so quiet that you are 

frightened by a knock at the door.”34 This popular image—done as 

an etching by Max Klinger, among other reproductions—was the 

source of several musical compositions, including Rachmaninoff’s 

symphonic poem of the same name (Op. 29). Debussy would link 

Böcklin’s style to the tone poems of Richard Strauss,35 and both 

constitute further influences upon the French composer’s paean 

to the pastoral, Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune. Böcklin’s debt to 

Corot and relation to Debussy’s faun-song are more easily seen in 

the earlier Nymph and Satyr, where the erotic musicality of nature 

is given shape through the moody landscape and the languid, 

nude nymph, lost in dreams brought on by a view of tree and sky 

and the sound of the satyr’s song (fig. 105). 

Corot’s paintings, especially those that took his experiences 

at the opera as their starting point (and his sketchbooks are rife 

with drawings from performances), signal this direction that visual 

arts would take: increasingly untethered from representation in a 

bid for painting to work upon the viewer as music does upon lis-

teners. Shortly after painting Orpheus Leading Eurydice from the 

Underworld, Corot was asked to paint two times of day for the 

dining room of Prince Anatole Demidoff, and he chose to revisit 

Orpheus. In Orpheus Greeting the Dawn (fig.  106), the quintes-

sential poet-musician holds his instrument high but doesn’t play. 

Instead he seems to be conducting, in the precise variations of 

tone in the crown of the tree, the Elysian music of the forest itself. 
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