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Afterimage of the Eruption: 
An  Archaeology of Chassériau’s Tepidarium (1853)
Sarah Betzer

Exhibited at the Paris Salon of 1853, and again at the Universal Exposition of 1855 

after its purchase by the French State, Théodore Chassériau’s Tepidarium functioned in 

both years as a high profi le calling card for the artist (plate 1).1  On the occasion of its 

fi rst public exhibition in 1853, the painting was heralded by critics for its refl ection 

of Chassériau’s ‘natural abilities’, a picture in which the artist therefore emerged as 

himself.2  In his review of the Salon that year, Chassériau’s primary supporter, poet, 

novelist, and art critic Théophile Gautier declared that viewing the work had had the 

same effect as witnessing the recovery of a friend on his deathbed. Gautier, who had 

penned an unfavourable assessment of Chassériau’s paintings exhibited at the Salon 

of 1852, wrote that on looking at the Tepidarium, ‘we experienced one of the greatest 

satisfactions of our life as a critic, a feeling akin to the one brought about by … the 

return to health of a friend we had thought doomed.’3 

For Gautier, the painted surface functioned as a window onto the artist’s somatic 

health, and, by extension, it was understood to contain the traces of Chassériau’s 

singular, embodied, artistic identity. Indeed, the work that served such a salutary role 

was included in the Salon pamphlet that year with an extended title that emphasized 

the painting’s orientation toward bodily well-being: The Tepidarium. The Room Where the 
Women of Pompeii Went to Dry Themselves and to Rest after Leaving the Bath [Tepidarium. Salle où les 
femmes de Pompéi venaient se reposer et se sécher en sortant du bain]. The painting quickly came to 

be seen by Chassériau’s contemporaries as an especially powerful articulation of his 

artistic identity. And in one obvious respect the painting sat comfortably within the 

artist’s known oeuvre. Since his early exhibition of Venus Anadyomene and Susanna and the 
Elders at the Salon of 1839, the female nude had been a staple of Chassériau’s publically 

exhibited paintings.4  The Tepidarium took its place as the capstone of this aspect of 

Chassériau’s interests, a painting that functioned as an ambitious demonstration of the 

artist’s assertion of artistic distinction through its merging of antiquarian enthusiasms 

and the steamy sensuality of the female body. 

Quite distinct from Chassériau’s prior essays in the subject, the Tepidarium took 

the form of a careful, deliberate, project to reconstruct and reanimate Pompeian 

antiquity. Thirteen years in the making, the painting’s genesis dated to 1840 when 

Chassériau visited the working archaeological site of Pompeii.5  The artist’s encounter 

with antiquity there provided the basis for what would become a complex pictorial 

undertaking, informed at once by memories of his visit to Rome and the Bay of Naples, 

by archaeological and antiquarian treatises, and by the competing spectres of Ingres, 

Delacroix, and Gérôme. Antiquity in its myriad guises –encountered in the dusty ruins 

Detail from Théodore 
Chassériau, The Tepidarium., 
1853 (plate 1).
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1 Théodore Chassériau, The 
Tepidarium. The Room Where 
the Women of Pompeii Went 
to Dry Themselves and to Rest 
after Leaving the Bath, 1853. 
Oil on canvas, 171 × 258 cm. 
Paris: Musée d’Orsay. Photo: 
Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art 
Library.

of antique streets, homes, and baths; as the object of archaeological scrutiny; in the 

form of relics housed in museum vitrines in Naples; or, later, as reincarnated in a ‘living 

antique’ experienced by the artist in North Africa – was at the centre of a painting that 

stands at the heart of Chassériau’s determination to chart his own course through the 

aesthetic debates of the middle decades of the nineteenth century. 

With his strategic mid-century marriage of the antique and the female body, 

Chassériau might be seen to join the familiar ranks of nineteenth-century artists 

whose ambitions could be traced in their treatment of the nude. In Ingres’s 1814 

Grande Odalisque, in Manet’s 1863 Olympia, and in many other paintings, scholars have 

come to recognize the female nude as a privileged vehicle for emulative contests.6  

But if it is true that art-historical analysis of the nude in nineteenth-century France 

has made a sound case for pairing the frequent coincidence of something we 

might describe as ‘artistic ambition in the face of tradition’ with a category of 

representation typically described as ‘images of the female nude’, then how might 

an archaeology of Chassériau’s Tepidarium offer a different view of the operations of 

this pairing? The experiences and sources brought to bear by Chassériau in his long-

term project of planning and painting the 1853 canvas engage this larger question, 

one of fundamental importance for the study of modern art.7  In this essay I aim to 

reconsider this familiar trope in view of much less habitual interpretive positions for 

artist and art historian. It is my contention that the example of Chassériau’s Tepidarium 

offers a productive case for rethinking the available models of theorizing the artist’s 

relationship to the female nude.

As I shall argue, the painting opens the way to a productive alternative to two 

prevailing interpretive models: that of the presumption of male objectifi cation 

of the female body on the one hand, and the model of the feminized painter-
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beholder famously proposed by Michael Fried in his study of Courbet on the other. 

In his provocative formulation of ‘Courbet’s femininity’, Fried described the male 

artist’s phenomenological projection of self through ‘quasi-identifi cation’ with 

feminine absorption, a process that concluded with the abolition of the differences 

between painter and female or feminized subject. Mary Roberts’ assessment of 

Fried’s argument draws attention to the problematic move by which Fried affects 

the ‘displacement of the female subject and feminine desire’.8  How might the art 

historian at once take off from Fried’s body-centred, experiential approach without 

losing sight of what Roberts rightly draws attention to here: the steep challenge of 

unsettling familiar models of male spectatorhood? By insisting that female subjects 

and female experiences be taken seriously, Roberts provides a critical foundation 

for the following consideration of the stakes of Chassériau’s representation of 

the female nude. My discussion of Chassériau’s Tepidarium takes off from Roberts’ 

critique, and aims to excavate a quite different relationship between male artist and 

imagined female subject. Beginning with Chassériau’s encounter with the antique in 

representation and in lived experiences, I propose in what follows a reconsideration 

of how the artist might be unexpectedly interpolated in the Tepidarium: both in the 

painting’s genesis and in its fi nal, distinctive, form.

Pompeii’s Archaeological Imagery
As commentators in 1853 noted, the Tepidarium was rooted in Chassériau’s knowledge 

of Pompeii, which since the mid-eighteenth century had been the starting point for a 

reconceptualization of art’s historicism.9  Thirteen years before these observations, in 

1840, Chassériau had followed in the footsteps of grand tourists and luminary artist 

forefathers, travelling to Rome and quickly on to Naples and Pompeii.10  Like Ingres, 

in whose studio Chassériau received his training, his artistic ‘grand tour’ mirrored 

eighteenth-century practices in that Naples (and specifi cally Herculaneum and 

Pompeii) functioned as the culmination of his Italian itinerary.11  Chassériau’s journey 

to Pompeii engaged with a new sense of how art could be understood both within 

history and to have a history, and, at the same time, registered the artist’s place within 

a precise artistic genealogy. 

By the time of Chassériau’s travels, almost one hundred years after the discovery 

of Pompeii, the excavations at the site were well established and were continuing.12  

Far from being remote and arcane events, the discoveries that continued to be 

unveiled were the subject of highly acclaimed omnibus publications that served to 

keep audiences in Paris up to date on the news from Naples. The ongoing work of 

archaeologists and antiquarians was disseminated by way of publications like those 

of François Mazois, the French architect, supported by Napoleon Bonaparte’s sister 

Caroline Murat of Naples, who tirelessly documented the excavations from 1809 

until his death in 1826.13  Mazois’ four volume Les Ruines de Pompéi [The Ruins of Pompeii], 
published between 1812 and 1838, were announced to great acclaim to audiences 

in Paris at the Institut de France.14  Others, notably the English archaeologist and 

topographer William Gell, joined in these efforts with his Pompeiana; the Topography, Edifi ces 
and Ornaments of Pompeii excavations since 1819 (1832).15  Chassériau was doubly connected 

to Mazois. His cousin Frédéric Chassériau (1802–96) worked on the Ruins, and in at 

least one case appears to have executed the fi nal drawing which served as a model for 

one of the plates.16  In addition, Chassériau was himself related to Mazois, who was 

his second cousin.17 

Artists had long benefi ted from publications like those of Mazois and Gell, liberally 

incorporating compositions, fi gures, and themes from new archaeological discoveries 
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into their works of art. Ingres was one such artist, and 

his personal library included all four volumes of Mazois, 

with whom he travelled to Naples. Ingres’s friendships 

with an international cluster of archaeologists in 

Rome between 1806 and 1820 no doubt advanced his 

knowledge of the many archaeological publications 

on which he drew heavily for inspiration.18  We can 

see the fruits of this study in his ideas for painting 

subjects, compositions, and poses for fi gures.19  In 

addition to the case of the portrait of Inès Moitessier 

(1856), Ingres’s depiction of Stratonice (in his painting 

Antiochus and Stratonice) famously made use of the pose of 

a wall painting of Penelope that had been unearthed 

between 1818 and 1822 from the Macellum in Pompeii. Not incidentally, Ingres was 

at last nearing completion of his Antiochus and Stratonice at the Villa Medici at the time of 

Chassériau’s visits to Rome in 1840.20

Despite the often emphasized fact that by the time of Chassériau’s Tepidarium the 

artist had renounced his master’s orientation toward the past, Chassériau’s manifesto 

painting of 1853 nevertheless engaged antiquarian impulses familiar from Ingres’s 

work, and to that end, like Ingres before him, Chassériau explicitly relied upon 

archaeological publications.21  In the Tepidarium, Chassériau drew upon a single specifi c 

and identifi able Pompeian interior: the tepidarium of the Forum Baths (plate 2). 

These baths had been comparatively recently discovered at the time of Chassériau’s 

visit: fi rst unearthed in 1824 the excavations were completed in 1828. Mazois’ third 

volume, published by Gau, was the fi rst to provide an account of the baths, its text 

2  Tepidarium of the Forum 
Baths, Pompeii. Photo: 
Courtesy of Maurie McInnis. 
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accompanied by four plates.22  Orienting readers to the site, Mazois’ plan identifi ed 

the tepidarium or moderately warm (or tepid) room located between the caldarium, 

or hot bath, and the frigidarium, or cold bath. Two additional plates oriented readers 

to essential elements of the Tepidarium’s interior decorative programme. One 

illustrated the bronze brazier and banquettes, both of which were decorated with cow 

feet and heads (which both Mazois and Gell noted functioned as clever references 

to the inscribed donor’s name, ‘Marcus Nigidius Vaccula’, or ‘heifer’) (plate 3).23  The 

last of the sequence included a cross-section of the tepidarium along with multiple 

depictions of the distinctive terra cotta fi gures that lined its walls (plate 4).

It has long been assumed that Chassériau’s painting depended upon the work 

of Mazois, despite the fact that the setting has frequently been misidentifi ed in the 

art-historical literature as the Stabian Baths or the Baths of Vénus Génétrix, this latter 

the result of an annotation made by Chassériau on another study of what may well 

have been a different interior at Pompeii or in its vicinity.24  Chassériau’s location in 

the Forum Baths is nevertheless clear. Indeed, many of the key details depicted by 

Gau and Mazois are recalled in Chassériau’s painting: the back wall of the tepidarium 

with its distinctive decorative elements, the brazier, and the banquettes. But alongside 

such scrupulously recorded details, noteworthy modifi cation emerges: the terra cotta 

fi gures called variously Telamons, Hercules and Atlases in the nineteenth-century 

literature (plate 5) are transformed into female fi gures (plate 6) reminiscent of the 

Acropolis Erechtheion maidens, or caryatids (421–405), a model in circulation from 

1762 thanks to James Stuart and Nicholas Revett’s Antiquities of Athens (plate 7).25

Chassériau knew this particular interior not only through his likely knowledge 

of the work of Mazois, but also thanks to his fi rsthand observation on site (plate 8).26  

Despite its very impressionistic quality, a watercolour study executed by Chassériau 

at the Forum Baths provides a rudimentary sense of the interior space, and notes the 

key details of the brazier and benches. While Chassériau included these particularities 

in the fi nal painting, there is a great distance between the degree of detail recorded 

in the study and that included in the fi nal painting, a disconnection that suggests the 

likelihood that Chassériau’s painting depended, not only upon his familiarity with 

the site, but upon Mazois’ work. But having surveyed other early publications on the 

3 Details of the Baths, plate 
49 from François Mazois and 
Charles François Gau, Les 
Ruines de Pompéï dessinées et 
mesurées pendant les années 
1809, 1810, 1811, Paris, 1829, 
tome III. Photo: Courtesy of 
Dartmouth College Library.

4 Details of the Baths, plate 
50 from François Mazois and 
Charles François Gau, Les 
Ruines de Pompéï dessinées et 
mesurées pendant les années 
1809, 1810, 1811, Paris, 1829, 
tome III. Photo: Courtesy of 
Dartmouth College Library.

5 Terracotta Atlases, 
Tepidarium of the Forum 
Baths, Pompeii. Photo: 
Courtesy of Maurie McInnis.
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Forum Baths, I propose another potential reference here, found in the 1832 volume 

of Gell’s Pompeiana.27  When we juxtapose Chassériau’s painting with the view of the 

tepidarium reproduced by Gell, Chassériau’s crisp, perspectivally correct composition 

would seem to have a clear pictorial source (plate 9). Gell’s text singles this plate out 

in order to attribute it to Wilhelm Zahn, the author of several volumes on the wall 

paintings at Herculaneum and Pompeii, whom Gell identifi ed for readers as an 

‘architectural painter to the Elector of Hesse Cassel’. Gell reported that Zahn used a 

camera lucida, as did Gell himself, to approximate the relative scale and perspective of 

the interior as accurately as possible.28  Chassériau appears to have replicated Zahn’s 

6 Detail of Chassériau, The 
Tepidarium. Photo: Giraudon/
The Bridgeman Art Library.
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depiction as reproduced by Gell with the utmost care. If 

he did rely upon Gell’s text, Chassériau drew upon the 

work of the most painstaking of topographers, whose 

practice was especially invested in exactitude: a trait 

evidenced, as Andrew Wallace-Hadrill has noted, by 

his use of the camera lucida and by his struggles with 

his publishers to retain the absolute correctness of his 

studies made in situ, even at the expense of picturesque 

convention.29

Like Gell and unlike Mazois, Chassériau’s 

painting imagines the Tepidarium populated.30  But 

this animation of the space brings us to a crucial 

difference between Gell and Chassériau’s conception 

of this interior. Unlike Mazois, who concluded that 

women and men shared these spaces sequentially, Gell 

insisted that this tepidarium was an exclusively male 

space quite distinct from a contiguous sequence of 

rooms that he identifi ed as the women’s baths.31  Gell 

dispenses with the need to describe this as a male space 

in his text (which he nevertheless takes pains to do) 

by reproducing Zahn’s plate, which features a semi-

clothed male bather. 

We might consider Chassériau’s painting to be 

operating as a kind of perverse foil to Gell in the sense 

that it monumentalizes just the aspect of bath culture 

in Pompeii that most troubled Gell: women bathers 

and the threat of sensual pleasures. While Gell’s chapter 

on the male spaces of the Forum Baths proceeds 

untroubled by concerns over questions of propriety, his chapter on the women’s baths 

is framed by anxious bookends. The chapter opens with the dramatic précis:

The abuses of promiscuous bathing had become so fl agrant, that Spartianus 

says Hadrian ordered the separation of the sexes, which had, however, been 

done ineffectually before. Eunuchs were appointed to attend in the women’s 

baths, as Lampridius observes; and a Roman law makes the offence of forcibly 

entering the women’s baths by a man capital.32

Toward its conclusion the chapter circles back to the troublesome question of bathers’ 

morality:

It is probable that the thermae often became the favourite resort of the 

vicious and the profl igate, and, as such, liable to the animadversions and 

reprehensions of the fathers of the church, whence the name of bagnio has 

become synonymous with brothel in our own language.33

Gell’s work in his account of the Forum Baths to manage the problem of the erotics of 

the baths in Pompeii suggests that the sexual practices of antiquity were an important 

aspect of what was being revealed (or perhaps rather worked through) in the 

archaeological record. Indeed, that Gell has in these passages left aside his otherwise 

painstaking historicism in order to conjure the chronologically later reference to 

7 A View of the West End of the 
Temple of Minerva Polias, plate 
XIX from James Stuart and 
Nicholas Revett, The Antiquities 
of Athens, London, 1825, tome 
II. Photo: Special Collections, 
University of  Virginia Library.
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8 Théodore Chassériau, 
Tepidarium at Pompeii, 1840. 
Graphite with watercolor 
highlights on paper, 31.6 × 23 
cm. Paris: Musée du Louvre. 
Photo: Réunion des Musées 
Nationaux/Art Resource, NY.

Hadrian (and to the church fathers) should be understood as a symptom of his 

anxious desire to defend his moral ground. 

Chassériau’s painting certainly mirrored Gell’s scrupulous attention to 

archaeological detail, and the structural and spatial scaffolding of the work suggests 

the explanatory goals of projects like Mazois’ and Gell’s. This is emphasized in the 

full title given by Chassériau for the painting: The Tepidarium. The Room Where the Women of 
Pompeii Went to Rest and to Dry Themselves after Leaving the Bath  – a sort of learned fl oor plan in 

words. However, Chassériau distinctively and, I want to propose, strategically, embeds 

this architectural space within a dense stratigraphy of women’s bodies. If the Tepidarium 

is the artist’s love letter to antiquity, the Pompeian antique conjured up here takes 

unambiguously, emphatically, female form. 
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Pompeii as Woman
This was surely not new in 1852, as Chassériau began work toward the fi nal painting. 

At the Salon of 1850–51, Jean-Léon Gérôme had exhibited his Greek Interior. The Gynaeceum 
[Intérieur grec. Le Gynécée], a painting in which the antique setting of the title served as 

erudite scenography for the provocative display of female bodies in the foreground 

(plate 10).34  Gérôme’s polychromed Greek Interior includes a visual rollcall of such famed 

antique discoveries as the bronze tripod with satyrs of the right foreground (the fi gures 

here relieved by Gérôme of their phalluses and their apotropaic gestures).35  But perhaps 

the most distinctive conceit of the painting was Gérôme’s use of the historical setting as 

an alibi for the unambiguous depiction of a brothel. In this sense, the artist’s antiquarian 

labours might be understood to suggest a degree of intellectual control that stood in 

contradistinction to the scene of unleashed sensuality unfolding within the picture’s 

spatial confi nes. Gérôme’s Greek Interior thereby demonstrates why an antiquarian 

orientation, associated with the term curiosité, began to be anxiously regarded at mid-

century as evidence of a type of inappropriate or indiscriminate attention that fl ew in 

the face of ‘timeless values’.36  Here, the subject is unabashedly salacious: while women 

stretch languidly in the foreground, a procuress points a potential customer in their 

direction. A fi nal gloss on the nature of the exchange is offered by a pair of intertwined 

fi gures partially obscured by a curtain in the left background. In 1853, the link was 

made between Gérôme’s Greek Interior and Chassériau’s Tepidarium on explicitly formal 

(and implicitly thematic) grounds; one of the rare criticisms of Chassériau’s painting 

objected to the artist’s too obvious borrowing from Gérôme in the pose of the central 

standing fi gure.37

9 Tepidarium, engraving after 
Wilhelm Zahn, plate 29 from 
William Gell, Pompeiana: 
The Topography, Edifi ces and 
Ornaments of Pompeii, the 
Result of the Excavations since 
1819, London, 1832, tome I. 
Photo:  Author.
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In 1852, the year following the exhibition of Gérôme’s canvas, Théophile Gautier 

published a short story in the Revue de Paris that powerfully asserted the centrality of the 

female body in the imaginary of Pompeii. In Arria Marcella. Souvenir of Pompeii, Gautier’s 

fi ctional distillation of Pompeii hinged upon an ideal female form, commemorated 

in the ash of the eruption, and brought to life by the protagonist’s desire. Octavian, 

Gautier’s young protagonist and a visitor to Naples and Pompeii, is struck by the 

beauty of the impression of a woman’s breast he sees preserved in volcanic ash in 

a museum vitrine.38  The same night at Pompeii, the breast, along with rest of the 

beautiful body attached to it, appears to Octavian in the form of the Pompeian woman 

Arria Marcella. At the end of the night, Gautier’s ‘antique’ woman reveals herself to be 

a spectre, crumbling to dust with the light of day. The fantasy broken at dawn, Pompeii 

as woman is here ghostly, truly embodied only by way of carbonized remains. 

Chassériau was perhaps struck by Gautier’s text, as he too had experienced Pompeii 

and had found himself in close proximity to the traces of the past. 

We already have a sense of the visual evidence of Chassériau’s trip in the form 

of the watercolour study that shows the artist responding to Pompeian architecture 

and interior decoration. In addition to such watercolours and drawings, Chassériau’s 

Italian sketchbooks include occasional annotations made by the artist on site. One 

such study provides a remarkable account of the artist’s response to the charred 

remains of a group of women etched on a wall at the Villa of Diomedes (plate 11). 

Written along the top right hand edge of the sheet and continuing along the middle 

bottom register, a passage reveals the artist overcome by the visual traces he encounted 

and records his effort to translate the experience into a picture of his own:

10 Jean-Leon Gérôme, Greek 
Interior. The Gynaeceum, 1850. 
Oil on canvas, 64.5 × 89 cm. 
Private Collection. Photo: 
Courtesy of Sotheby’s.
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All the women were along the wall terrifi ed; the outline engraved on the wall 

of the wife of Diomedes was the one in the middle surrounded by the entire 

family – the father arrives and everything must have been touched by the 

cinders – there a lone small corner of a terrifi ed fi gure who was carrying a 

torch and keys – in order to make the impression of all the women squeezed 

along the wall the painting must be audaciously oriented lengthwise – the 

breast mark conserved in the museum shows thus that that which remained 

on the wall was strongly [imprinted] … the composition is absolutely ripe 

for painting – I kissed these sorrowful and incredible traces – the walls in 

white stucco and the ground of earth – it was the lower level – the cinders 

entered everywhere – it was above all them that suffocated and afterwards the 

lava came – the family of Diomedes.39

In this remarkable passage merging historical summary with ‘poetic reverie’,40  

Chassériau remembers, presumably in response to the site, a fragment of a woman’s 

torso that he has seen in Naples and which had been identifi ed as having come from 

the Villa of Diomedes (‘the breast mark conserved in the museum’ / ‘la marque du 

sein conservée au musée’). Chassériau’s efforts to anchor the ‘breast mark’ in the 

evidence before him takes the form of a line drawn on the sketch page between the 

text and the approximate location of the breast on the fi gure imprinted on the wall. 

Chassériau was not alone in singling out this bit of ash for particular interest; it was 

this very same fragment that later inspired Gautier, along with so many other real and 

fi ctional visitors to the site. 

Discovered in December 1763 and quickly put on exhibition – fi rst at the Portici 

museum and subsequently at the National Archaeological Museum in Naples – the 

imprint of a female torso in ash quickly became one of the most remarked upon 

of the city’s many discoveries. As Eric Moorman has shown, visitors embraced the 

fragment as quintessential trace and emblem of the city from the time of its discovery 

until well into the mid-nineteenth century.41  Like Chateaubriand, who in 1804 had 

written of the impression that ‘death, like a sculptor, moulded its victim’, Chassériau 

too linked art and death over the sign of the female body at Pompeii.42  But even as 

11 Théodore Chassériau,  A 
Room with a Staircase.  A Trace 
on the Wall [Sketch from the 
House of Diomedes, Pompeii], 
1840. Graphite on paper, 
17.2 × 20.8 cm. Paris: Musée 
du Louvre. Photo: Réunion 
des Musées Nationaux/Art 
Resource, NY.
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he seems overcome by the struggle to transform the 

disastrous remnant – what Victor Burgin has termed 

the ‘catastrophographic image’ – into Art, into the 

re-presented and intelligible, into the narrativized, 

something remarkable happens. Chassériau reaches 

out to make a connection with the women ‘squeezed 

along the wall’, writing, ‘I kissed these sorrowful 

and incredible traces.’43  In this sense, Chassériau’s 

sketchbook notes suggest a powerful continuity with 

Gautier’s later writing, wherein viscerally conjured 

female bodies, commingled with eroticism and death, 

defi ne this lost and found city. But if morbidity seems 

the inescapable leitmotif, Chassériau’s ‘Pompeii’ 

nevertheless ultimately parts ways with that of Gautier. 

Whereas Arria Marcella can only be a spectral trace of 

a beautiful woman, Chassériau’s notes indicate that his 

plans for representing Pompeii took a quite different 

shape. On the margins of an early study for the Tepidarium 

likely to have been made in Pompeii, Chassériau, after 

describing his idea for a scene of women after the bath, 

wrote ‘Faire vivre’: ‘Make it come alive.’44 

Chassériau’s project, like Gautier’s, took off from 

the revivifi cation of Pompeii as effected through 

the female body. But what is most obvious and most 

distinctive about Chassériau’s fantastic bringing to life 

is that it does not propose a narrative in which Pompeii, 

as woman, is viewed, and inevitably lost, by the male 

lover/artist. Instead, ‘Pompeii’ emerges in the Tepidarium 

as woman endowed with the warmth of living fl esh, 

sensuality, and ‘her’ own desire. Like Gautier’s Arria Marcella, Chassériau’s Tepidarium is 

riddled with mystery. But it is not the mystery of the ghost story, of the lost trace, the 

dream.45  It is instead the mystery of women’s sensual self-suffi ciency: Chassériau’s 

Pompeii-as-woman is defi ned by embodied desire, female desire, directed in its literal 

hothouse (or rather warm house) setting toward other women. And thus even the 

potentially disruptive heterosexuality of the baths is excised to be replaced by rows of 

framing female fi gures. 

Tepidarium as Harem
It is remarkable, given Chassériau’s creation  of a vision of Pompeii that privileged 

the affective and sensual bonds between women, how often the art-critical response 

in 1853 fi nessed this aspect of the painting, creating from it a work that was 

exclusively understood as addressing an absent male artist/viewer. Writing in the 

year of its fi rst exhibition, the critic Henry de la Madeleine noted that the Tepidarium 

‘gave [Chassériau] a pretext for exhibiting all kinds of women: blondes, brunettes, 

redheads, Greeks, Romans, Africans, and Gauls. There is something for everyone.’46  

In this description, the painting serves up the goods for any potential male viewer 

qua brothel-goer. Here, de la Madeleine’s commentary suggests that Chassériau’s 

citations of Gell and Mazois offered an archaeological alibi for the depiction of an 

array of tantalizing female fi gures in various stages of undress, glimpsed enjoying 

decidedly sensual pleasures.47  In a somewhat different version of de la Madeleine’s 

12  Théodore Chassériau, Bath 
in a Seraglio, 1849. Oil on wood, 
50 × 32 cm. Paris: Musée du 
Louvre. Photo: Giraudon/The 
Bridgeman Art Library.
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impulse, that same year 

Gautier fi lled in what 

was for him the obvious 

missing piece of the 

visual and narrative 

puzzle, writing that 

‘These fi gures have a 

doleful serenity and a 

haughty passivity that 

recall the beautiful Greek 

slaves held captive at the 

court of some barbarian 

king who adores them, 

but whom they scorn, all 

the while enduring his 

love.’48  These two critics 

thus make Chassériau’s 

painting over into 

Gérôme’s by fi lling in the 

presumed absent subject. 

Thus, the male ‘customer’ carefully included by Gérôme is created in the critical 

record as the organizing, indeed determining, subject of the painting, albeit off-

screen. In the critical literature of 1853, Chassériau’s Tepidarium was often, in short, a 

harem.49 

By 1853, Chassériau had himself begun the fi rst of three canvases devoted to this 

subject: his Bath in a Seraglio (1849) was followed by his Oriental Interior and Moorish Woman 
Leaving the Bath in the Seraglio (both 1854) (plate 12).50  These paintings share with the 

Tepidarium the compositional centrality of the female nude (or semi-nude) fi gure, and 

a thematic preoccupation with the stages of dress and undress associated with bathing. 

A fi nal commonality is fundamental: all four paintings attest to the artist’s interest in 

a wide range of skin tones. The earliest of these pictures, the 1849 Bath in a Seraglio, is 
the most emphatic in this respect: allocating to its three fi gures hues that range from 

ebony to alabaster. 

While Chassériau’s earlier female nudes bore the traces of his distinctive interest 

in exoticizing features, it is clear that the artist’s travel to North Africa in the summer 

of 1846 played a vital role in this aspect of his developing aesthetic project. Sketches 

and notes from the period confi rm the artist’s engagement with the visual language 

of ethnography and physical anthropology as it unfolded in the colonial context. As 

Peter Benson Miller has argued, Chassériau’s sketchbooks attest to the artist’s efforts to 

represent variations between North African subjects, whether Jewish, Arab, or Kabyle, 

identities made legible in art not only by an attention to physiognomy, but also by the 

study of the subtle variations of skin pigmentation.51  Painted in the years following 

Chassériau’s visit to North Africa, the Tepidarium’s inclusion of varied physiognomies 

and subtle variations in the women’s skin tones – from the gleaming white of the 

central fi gure to the decidedly darker hues of women carrying perfume burners (on 

the left) and water (on the right) – coalesce to demonstrate the artist’s enduring 

‘anthropological consciousness’.52

Chassériau’s visit to North Africa was certainly essential to the development 

of what Rachel Lindheim has described as Chassériau’s ‘alternative genealogy 

of classicism’. Chassériau celebrated his discovery of a ‘living antiquity’ there, 

13 Théodore Chassériau, 
study for  The Tepidarium, 1852. 
Graphite on gray-rose paper, 
23.6 × 34.6 cm. Paris: Musée 
du Louvre. Photo: Réunion 
des Musées Nationaux/Art 
Resource, NY.
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famously declaring, 

‘one sees Arabs and 

Jews as they were on 

their fi rst day.’53  The 

Tepidarium bears the traces 

of the North African 

experience in another 

sense; Chassériau quite 

literally imported studies 

of female fi gures made 

on site there in the case 

of the two ‘carrying’ 

fi gures mentioned 

above (the perfume 

carrier would go on to 

a fi nal reincarnation 

in Chassériau’s 1854 

harem painting, Moorish 
Woman Leaving the Bath 
in the Seraglio).54  But if 

the Tepidarium refl ects 

Chassériau’s embrace 

of an expanded sense of 

Mediterranean antiquity 

in part shaped by his 

visit to North Africa, 

Lindheim emphasizes 

the important role played 

by Pompeii in ‘alter[ing] 

the very concept of 

the classical’.55  After 

its discovery in the 

eighteenth century, and 

thanks to the revelations 

provided by ongoing 

excavation, Pompeii took 

on special importance 

in the theorization of an 

expanded antique whose 

past was understood 

to bring together the 

disparate histories of 

the Greco-Roman and 

Egyptian.56  Set against this backdrop, Chassériau’s scrupulous reconstruction of 

Pompeii’s Forum Baths worked hand in glove with the rhythmic deployment of 

beautiful bodies of different hues as an architectural and fi gural demonstration of a 

heterogeneous antiquity. 

Of course, those female fi gures were more than a visual argument for 

Chassériau’s vision of antiquity. Indeed, the body and its senses are at centre stage 

in the Tepidarium. As we follow the arc of women from left to right, we discover the 

14 Théodore Chassériau, 
Apollo and Daphne, 1845. Oil on 
canvas, 53 × 35 cm. Paris: Musée 
du Louvre. Photo: Giraudon/
The Bridgeman Art Library.
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strategic deployment of sight and touch, sound and smell within the canvas. 

On the far left side of the composition, a water carrier and a perfume carrier 

suggest the ablutions of the bath and the application of fragrant oils. Two women 

who appear deep in murmured conversation further along the wall invoke sound. 

One standing and one seated woman around the semi-naked woman in the left 

foreground suggest touch and almost-touch as they caress her glossy hair and 

smooth back. Finally, sight frames the left side of the composition, as it does on 

the right, in the fi gure of the raven-haired bather who stares out to meet the 

spectator’s look. And if we follow the horseshoe of women to the right, we discover 

a similar cluster of languid animation. As the brazier pours heat into the room, 

casting the glow of fi re, light, and shadow onto the assembled fi gures, so too do 

Chassériau’s subtle rhythms of the senses – and particularly touch and almost-touch 

– likewise emphasize the life and warmth of the subjects depicted. 

The culmination of this thematics appears in the centre foreground of the 

composition, in the fi gure group that is in my view the key to the painting. 

Much rests upon this central pair of women, the last aspect of the composition 

to be worked out, as is attested to by a late study for the composition (plate 13). 

As Chassériau no doubt recognized, the addition of the seated fi gure fundamentally 

transformed how the picture worked; with the focus of the image newly centred 

upon the physical proximity and visual exchange of the women, the frisson of 

the picture came to rest upon the psychological and compositional tension that 

defi nes their relationship. 

Our work to unpack the nature of their interaction is aided by Chassériau’s 

invocation of thematic and compositional prototypes for the central pair. 

The relationship of the two fi gures, their postures and affects, are strikingly 

reminiscent of Chassériau’s Apollo and Daphne of 1845 (plate 14).57  A study for the 

1845 canvas provides a particularly strong point of comparison for the Tepidarium: as 

Daphne lifts her arms upwards, the seated Apollo kneels 

at her feet, left arm lowered and right arm extended 

toward the object of his desire (plate 15). The 1845 

painting dramatizes the climax to Ovid’s tale of Apollo’s 

pursuit of the nymph Daphne, the moment when she 

is transformed into a laurel tree rather than succumb 

to the god’s ardour. But quite unlike the beautiful yet 

ultimately inaccessible fi gure of Daphne, Chassériau 

has taken pains to craft the Tepidarium’s standing fi gure in 

such a way that her role as seductress is unavoidable. It 

has been asserted that Chassériau modelled the fi gure’s 

torso on that of the Venus de Milo, a model of feminine 

ideality to which Chassériau was particularly attached 

(we know that he kept a full scale cast of it in his studio 

in Paris).58  On close examination, Chassériau’s fi gure 

bears more than a passing resemblance to the muscular 

ideal of the Venus, despite signifi cant modifi cations of 

the pose. If the standing fi gure’s body can in any case 

be understood as an image of seduction, the fi gure’s 

expression further underscores the charged nature of 

the exchange between women. 

The erotic charge of the pair is further suggested, 

though perhaps more subtly, by what I propose is 

15 Théodore Chassériau, study 
for Apollo and Daphne, 1845. 
Graphite and stump on paper, 
25 × 33 cm. Paris: Musée du 
Louvre. Photo: Réunion des 
Musées Nationaux.
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another potent art-

historical reference: 

the myth of Pygmalion. 

I want to argue that 

Chassériau’s addition of 

a seated, and apparently 

overwhelmed, admirer 

at the feet of the 

central fi gure offered 

a compelling nod to 

the familiar model of 

Pygmalion and Galatea, 

a subject popularized in 

French painting by the 

likes of Lagrenée (1781) 

and Girodet (1813–

19) (plates 16 and 17). 

Lagrenée’s 1781 canvas 

offers a compositional 

prototype for what I am 

reading as Chassériau’s 

invocation of the Ovidian 

tale of generative 

metamorphosis: a 

distinctive narrative in 

the Metamorphoses in which 

an inanimate object 

comes alive.59  Here the 

sculptor kneels before 

the beautiful object of his 

creation at the moment 

in which his deepest 

(indeed unarticulated) 

wish has been granted 

by Venus, and his ideal sculpture exchanges its marmoreal form for ‘her’ living fl esh.60  

But if Lagrenée gives us a possible compositional echo for Chassériau’s painting, 

Girodet’s famed 1819 painting of the subject is a more signifi cant pictorial touchstone. 

The Pygmalian Sublime
Finally exhibited, after seven years of labour, in the year of Chassériau’s birth at the 

Salon of 1819, Girodet’s Pygmalion was conceived by the artist as his last potentially 

career-redeeming, reputation-making painting.61  Monumental in scale, it was the 
painting of the 1819 salon, after which it continued to be available for viewing in 

Paris in the gallery of Count Sommariva until the collection’s liquidation in 1839. 

Indeed, on the eve of Chassériau’s departure for Italy, Girodet’s painting was once 

again under consideration in the art press. That year, a writer for L’Artiste described 

a visit to Sommariva’s galleries, pausing for special consideration of Girodet’s last 

large painting: ‘Here is Girodet’s Galatea; but someone needs to light a stove for this 

woman; she is trembling, she is cold, she is green. It is not blood animating marble 

that becomes fl esh, it is fl esh becoming marble.’62 

16 Louis Jean François 
Lagrenée, Pygmalion and 
Galatea, 1781. Oil on canvas, 
59.4 × 48.9 cm. Detroit: Detroit 
Institute of Arts (Founders 
Society Purchase, Mr & Mrs 
Benjamin Long Fund, and City 
of Detroit Insurance Recovery 
Fund). Photo:  The Bridgeman 
Art Library.
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The stress here is upon Pygmalion’s failure  – note the insistence upon the un-

ideality of the body here invoked as a cadaver at the morgue – and by extension 

Girodet’s failure. What this reviewer would certainly have appreciated was that, by 

representing the Pygmalion narrative, Girodet was intervening into a long tradition 

of serious aesthetic debate on the limits of painting and its relationship not only 

to sculpture but to poetry: the paragone. And the philosophical refl ections on offer 

might be extended since, as J. L. Carr has shown, by the second half of the eighteenth 

century, the Pygmalion narrative had emerged as particularly apt for post-Lockean 

empiricist and epistemological concerns: the statue’s coming to life providing a ripe 

opportunity for refl ections on sensation in the absence of innate ideas.63 

It would be easy to quickly dispense with Girodet’s canvas as a kind of shorthand 

of artistic aspiration, and to see it as simply an exemplary scene which must fi gure 

on the short list of heroic artistic narratives, an allegory of creation which stresses 

the godlike abilities of the artist and the instrumental role played by ‘his’ desire. As J. 

Hillis Miller has observed, the Pygmalion narrative ‘embodies a male fantasy whereby 

17 Anne-Louis Girodet-
Trioson, Pygmalion and Galatea, 
1813–1819. Oil on canvas, 253 
× 202 cm. Paris: Musée du 
Louvre. Photo: Eric Lessing/Art 
Resource, NY.
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a woman cannot be the object of sexual desire and cannot desire in return unless 

she has been made so by male effort’.64  In fact, as James H. Rubin has demonstrated, 

Girodet called upon a more contemporary interlocutor than Ovid as he worked on 

the canvas: Rousseau, whose ‘Pygmalion, scène lyrique’ was published in 1762 and 

performed to great acclaim at the Paris Opera beginning in 1772. Almost without 

exception, reviewers of Girodet’s painting in 1819 noted its relationship to Rousseau’s 

Pygmalion.65  Thus we need to pause to consider what Carr has observed was 

Rousseau’s new departure in his treatment of Pygmalion, the author’s altogether novel 

focus on experience in which ‘the almost religious delirium of the sculptor’s passion sets 

the stamp upon an internal drama vastly different’ from what had come before.66  And 

to this stress on an ‘internal drama’ of authorial experience we should add Paul de 

Man’s argument, that perhaps the most distinctive aspect of Rousseau’s version of the 

Pygmalion tale is its thematization of a sublime crisis of selfhood. 

Calling attention to the remarkable passages in which Pygmalion vacillates 

between the desire for Galatea and the desire to be Galatea, de Man understands 

Rousseau’s lyric scene to be an anxious refl ection on the self. On the one hand, the 

artist’s identifi cation with the object of his masterful creation carries with it the 

potential for a complete identifi cation, or self-immolation: ‘Ah! let Pygmalion die 

in order to relive in Galathea!’ On the other, he is brought up short by the absolute 

otherness of the goddess before him. The complexity of this situation is beautifully 

articulated by Rousseau’s Pygmalion: ‘Ah! let Pygmalion die in order to relive in 

Galathea! … Heavens! What am I saying! If I were she, I would not see her, I would 

not be the one who loves her. No, let my Galathea live, and let me not be she. Ah! 

Let me always be another so that I may always wish to be she, to see her, to love her, 

to be loved by her.’67  This complex circuitry is crucial in de Man’s reading, for it 

reveals Pygmalion in a state evocative of the Kantian sublime. Here, the encounter 

with Galatea triggers a sublime circuitry wherein ‘the awesome element in the work 

of art is that something so familiar and intimate could also be free to be so radically 

18 Detail of Chassériau, The 
Tepidarium. Photo:  Author.
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different.’68  Dichotomies of subject and object are dissolved, replaced instead by the 

work of art that suggests the permeability of self and other.

By invoking de Man’s reading of Rousseau’s Pygmalion, I hope to suggest a 

somewhat different understanding of how Chassériau’s invocation of Pygmalion 

might function in the Tepidarium, as at once inside and outside the canvas. Having 

‘kissed sorrowful and incredible traces’ in Pompeii, Chassériau’s self-appointed task 

was, as we have noted, nothing short of Pygmalian in nature: ‘Make it come alive.’ And 

so we might say that in the Tepidarium the artist appears as a Rousseauean Pygmalion, 

and thus also as if a woman: locked in the heat of sight, smell, and almost-touch. 

As we examine the care with which Chassériau has rendered the encounter 

between the kneeling fi gure and the object of her attention, yet another myth 

of artistic origin might be seen to be cast, by way of a shadow, over the painting. 

19 H. Dupont, Dibutades, after 
Anne-Louis Girodet-Trioson, in 
P. A. Coupin, Oeuvres posthumes 
de Girodet-Trioson, Paris, 1829. 
Photo:  Author.
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The shadow projected by the seated woman’s hand and head onto the torso of the 

standing fi gure, together with the apparent instrumentality of her raised hand (plate 
18), suggests that Pliny’s tale of the origin of drawing might indeed lurk at the centre 

of the picture. The representational history of Pliny’s account of the origin of drawing, 

found in the daughter of Dibutades’ shadow trace of her lover, likewise confl ates cast 

shadow with desire and artistic inspiration (plate 19). As in Pliny’s origin of drawing , 

so too in Pygmalion: the Pygmalion narrative mirrored that of Pliny’s tale, insofar as 

for Pliny, ‘love was the inventor of drawing,’ as Rousseau was the fi rst to note.69  Only 

here, the ‘artist’ is at once lover and shadow-caster and ‘her’ refl ection is cast not 

on a wall, but instead on the female body at the canvas’s heart. And thus the female 

admirer as Pygmalion/Dibutades, like the viewer, confronts the superb torso of the 

standing fi gure, just as Chassériau had earlier confronted the remarkable remnant 

at Pompeii that bore the imprint of life – and literally, of antique beauty – lost. ‘Faire 

Vivre.’ ‘Make it come alive’ was not only Chassériau’s direction for a representation 

aimed at resurrecting the lost women of Pompeii, but it was also a deeply felt artistic 

identifi cation.

The Tepidarium thus works at once as a refl ection on artistic identity and on the 

practice of history. It is a painting, that is, in which Chassériau faced the spectres 

of the antique and past and present masters in the Pompeian time-space of art’s 

history. Indeed we might go so far as to say that Chassériau here conjures particular 

artist ghosts by way of what we have discovered were his ingriste antiquarian and 

archaeological investments on the one hand, and his chosen scene on the other, 

Pompeii before the eruption, prior to the imminent sublime of a destruction worthy 

of Sardanapalus.70  Inasmuch as this makes the Tepidarium a staging ground or mirror 

for the artist’s Oedipal self-fashioning, the painting positions the female fi gure in a 

crucial, if perhaps unfamiliar, role. Chassériau’s privileging of the female nude could 

be all too easily accommodated into a well-known narrative of art history in which 

charged encounters with artist forefathers take shape by way of the female nude. 

But as I have argued, the female body was instrumental in this instance not only as a 

means of confronting history and invoking myths of origin but also as a site of artistic 

identifi cation. By proposing this reconfi guration of the relationship between male 

artist and female painting subject I have attempted to offer an alternative reading 

of Chassériau’s painting and to open a new interpretative space for reconsidering 

gendered spectatorship in representations of the female nude. Neither simply 

objectifying nor a wholesale absorption of the feminine, Chassériau’s painting 

is instead caught in the Pygmalion sublime, forever located at the crossroads of 

identifi cation and desire. 

The Tepidarium took shape through Chassériau’s particular experience of history, 

one developed out of embodied artistic encounters in which the past was made vivid 

by the artist’s contact with female traces. The painting’s remarkable combination 

of experiential female identifi cation and insistence on female self-suffi cient 

otherness offers a different model, a Rousseauean model as read through de Man, for 

understanding the artist’s relationship to the female nude. Rather than a pictorial and 

experiential displacement of the female subject and ‘her’ desire, this painting about 

antiquity and artistic origins depicts the Pygmalion sublime of selfhood, a circuit of 

identifi cation and alterity, an archaeology of the self – but with a difference.
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