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The Bacchanals of Nicolas Poussin have generally 
been construed either as archaeologically-exacting 
representations of ancient orgiastic frenzies or, more 
usually, as syncretistic allegorical summaries of late 
Renaissance and Baroque natural philosophy. Focusing 
specifically on the Kansas City Triumph of Bacchus, this 
discussion seeks to add the dimension of the political con­
cerns of the patron, Cardinal Richelieu. The Cardinal of 
course played a crucial role in the propagandistic eleva­
tion of the Bourbon monarchy as both a fecund and wise 
institution, necessary to France's growth in power and in­
fluence. Such concerns are posited here as directly related 
to the choice of a Bacchic theme for the Poussin 
commission. 

The present author shares an interest in Poussin's use 
of the antique with those who have previously commented 
on the painting. Some new directions in the search for 
the painting's ancient models, both literary and visual, 
a,c proposed here. In addition, the deletions, insertions, 
and emendations made by the artist with regard to the 
proposed antique sources receive equal emphasis. These 
alterations point to the development of the painting as 
a political emblem, albeit one that is saturated with 
religious and metaphysical legitimators congruent with the 
assenion of royal rule by divine ordination. Such an in­
te,pretation will perhaps nuance the iconographic estima­
tion of the meaning of the Bacchic iconography in other 
paintings by Poussin, as well as by his contemporaries. 
It may be that, more often than usually considered, 
political emblem, as a primary signifier of meaning, 
sub,~ns mythological narrative and the complications of 
a discursive metaphysic. 

Writing of Bacchus/Dionysus in his first-century B.C. 
Histories, Oiodorus of Sicily describes a triumphal pro­
cession by the god which evinces antiquity's understand­
ing of the god as more than a deity of natural process 
and liberated libido: 

" ... Dionysus made a campaign into India, 
whence he returned to Boeotia in the third 
year, bringing with him a notable quantity of 
booty, and he was the first man ever to 
celebrate a triumph seated on an Indian 
elephant. And the Boeotians and other Greeks 
and the Thracians, in memory of the cam­
paign in India, have established sacrifices every 
Other year to Dionysus, and believe that at that 
time the god reveals himself to humanity. Con­
sequently in many Greek cities every other year 
Bacchic bands of women gather, and it is 
lawful for the maidens to carry the thyrsos and 
to join in the frenzied revelry, crying out 
"Euai!" and honouring the god; while the 
matrons, forming in groups, offer sacrifices to 

the god and celebrate his mysteries and, in 
general, extol with hymns the presence of 
Dionysus, in this manner acting the pan of the 
Maenads, who, as history records, were of old 
the companions of the god. He also punished 
here and there throughout all the inhabited 
world many men who were thought to be 
impious ... ,,. 

Poussin's Triumph of Bacchus (Figure l) reflects the 
seemingly oxymoronic Bacchic frenzy for order described 
by Diodorus and prevalent in the Orphic Hymns as well. 
According to this perspective, in the course of Bacchic vic­
tories, the impious are punished, liturgical discipline is 
set, and the prerogatives of the revel are upheld 
concurrently. 

In May 1636, the Bishop of Albi delivered this paint­
ing to Cardinal Richelieu, as well as its pendant, The 
Triumph of Pan.' These were subsequently hung in the 
Chambre du Roi al the Chateau Richelieu with paintings 
by Mantegna, Perugino, and Costa which had previously 
decorated the studiolo of Isabella d'Este in the palace of 
Mantua. Slightly later, the anist completed this pair with 
an additional Bacchanal, The Triumph of Silenus.' Focus 
on The Triumph of Bacchus is a first step in a projected 
study of the decoration of the entire room of the now­
destroyed Chateau Richelieu designed by l..emercier in 
1631.' 

Bellori, a seventeenth-century theoretician and early 
biographer of Poussin, notes that "these compcsitions [for 
Richelieu] derive very exactly from the study of antique 
marbles and from the artist's facility in poetic inventions 
which were the fruit of his very fortuitous genius."' Most 
scholars have followed Bellori in stressing Poussin's use 
of antique reliefs in the invention of this composition. The 
bright and evenly distributed lighting, as well as a consis­
tent emphasis on the frontal plane,make it appear im­
mediately congruent with antique sarcophagi. Such monu­
ments were readily accessible to Poussin in Rome and were 
a frequent source of study by the antiquarian and phil­
osophical circles of which he was an intimate member. 

The two extant preparatory studies for the figural 
composition of the Richelieu commission, as well as their 
relation to the finished painting, reveal Poussin's choice 
between two stylistic alternatives presented by ancient sar­
cophagi reliefs depicting the Triumph of Bacchus.• This 
choice reflects the artist's preference for the reduction of 
anecdote, narrative development, and discursive complex­
ity. It also points to a search for a pictorial rhetoric dif­
ferent from previous Renaissance and Baroque depictions 
of the subject. 

Both Raphael and Pietro da Cortona, for example, 
modeled their Bacchic Thumphs after a relief which, since 
the early seventeenth century, had been in the Casino 
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Rospigliosi in Rome {Figure 3).' The horror vacuui of this 
Severan composition of ca. 200 A. D. visually embodies 
Bacchic ca1harsis. The firs! Poussin study {Figure 4) shares 
bo1h 1he mul1iplicity of mo1ifs and a general spiri1 of com­
posi1ion with the sculpture. In both works a profusion 
of exotic animals, musicians, and merry-makers almos1 
engulfs the deity and his old companion Silenus, who 
typically evinces the after-effects of Bacchic liberation. 
Like Raphael's invention and the painting by Pietro, which 
Poussin studied in Rome, the figures in the drawing a.re 
projected into the viewer's space on a diagonal, which in 
Poussin's case is a quite radical one. 

The second drawing {Figure 5) reveals a markedly dif­
ferent alternative. Here the artist returns to the planar 
structure of the sarcophagi reliefs.• Most of the figures 
continue to be related to Severan sarcophagi of roughly 
the beginning of the third century, such as the Rospigliosi 
example just mentioned. However, the artist has excised 
the frequently occurring Silenus motif. He has also 
focused the composition on the immediate entourage of 
the chariot, which in the sarcophagi is often restricted to 
the left third of the composition or to even less. Also 
unlike the sarcophagi, he has divided the composition into 
two adjacent planes which are not integrated with each 
other. The exotic animals and their riders, with the ex­
ception of the centaurs, thus occupy a plane beyond that 
of the chariot group and serve as a kind of zoological foil 
to it. Surprisingly, Hercules now appears with the tripod 
at the center of the composition.' Neither in the antique 
visual and literary sources nor in those of the Renaissance 
and Baroque does Hercules appear in Bacchic processions 
carrying the tripod. His role instead appears to have had 
more to do with a reputation for drinking. This inclina­
tion, noted for example by Macrobius. certainly made him 
an appropriate member of the triumphant Bacchic 
thiasos!' On 1he sarcophagi reliefs he often reclines in a 
drunken stupor, or staggers in inebriation while supported 
by satyrs or sileni, or rides in a chariot as the bearer of 
a kantharos for the sacred elixir!' His only omnipresent at-
1ribu1es in the antique reliefs are the club and the lion skin. 
His presence here with the trophy from his struggle with 
Apollo, deity of a recalcitrant Delphic oracle, constitutes 
a problem to which I shall presently return. 

In the finished painting (Figure I), Poussin excises 
1he exotica which inhabit the secondary plane in the last 
drawing. This subtraction draws the logical pictorial con­
clusion from the process of analytical simplification in­
herent in the planar structure of the second drawing. It 
also denotes a definitive change of antique models. In his 
finished painting the artist has exchanged the complex­
ities and horror vacuui of 1he Severan sarcophagi for the 
comparative simplicity, restraint, and legibility of the im­
mediately preceding Antonine period of the third quarter 
of 1he second century. " In both Poussin's composition 
and a mid-second century sarcophagus well-known to the 
seventeenth century (Figure 6), a winged putto drives Bac­
chus' chariot." As frequently in Antonine versions of the 
Triumph, the chariot is pulled by centaurs, in these two 
instances by a backward glancing male centaur and his 
rearing female companion. " 

In the painting, Hercules now appears as a mature 
bearded hero, as he does in most of the sarcophagi, while 
Bacchus is en1hroned in a less elaborate chariot. He sits 
in majestic profile, his red cape billowing behind him. Ad-
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ditlons to the compos1t1on include the infant in the 
foreground, who is climbing up from a watery pit in which 
his left leg is still submerged ankle-deep; the foreground 
urn with reeds; a female centaur, who carries a torch and 
flowers; Apollo in his solar chario1 with the zodiac 
aureole; the serpent-headed trumpet, whose particular 
form appears unique to Poussin; and a fully developed 
landscape background. " 

In tandem with a greater restraint which reflects his 
Antonine models, Poussin has also nuanced his use of 
antique reliefs through a number of s1ra1egies which ef­
fect a seemingly paradoxical, hermetic stasis and which 
problematize narrative illusion. All the figures of the 
painting glance away from the beholder, who is removed 
from the composition not only by its basic confrontational 
planarity but also by the geological rift depicted in the 
foreground. 

The planarity of the figural composition is rendered 
even more impenetrable by a conceptual system of axes 
and diagonals which organize and assert the enamel-like 
surface of the canvas. The horizontal axis established by 
the putto's rein is intersected by a vertical axis which ties 
the foreground urn to the middle-ground Hercules and 
the background Apollo. The implied privileging of 1he 
surface through this rectilinear axiality is then in tum rein­
forced by a system of double-diagonal axes. One diagonal 
runs from the river god to Bacchus. The other connects 
the putto in the left foreground to the diagonally-aligned 
figures of the centaur group. The thyrsos a1 the righ1 then 
logically extends the direction of this diagonal to the up­
per right of the painting." 

Even the movement of the figures derives from sur­
face organization. The canon of movement is provided, 
not by the narrative rela1ionship between figures, but by 
a rhythm of restrained decorum initiated in the chariot 
garland. Its measure, approximated by the pullo's, is 
repeated in two more implied swags, as delineated by 1he 
centaur group and the two leading maenads. Such an 
abstract and regular rhythm offsets any idea of spon­
taneous liveliness, to say nothing of Bacchic frenzy. " 

Turning from style to iconography, one fmds further 
differences between the painting and its antique sources. 
The sarcophagi, although their concern was of course 
religious, approached that religious concern from the 
angle of mythological narrative and anecdote. However, 
in conjunction with its problematic illusionism and its 
abstracting, two-dimensional quality, Poussin's presenta­
tion of the Triumph represses anecdotal narrative in favor 
of emblem, as informed by ritual." 

It is my thesis that a well-known Bacchic li1urgy can 
assist in accounting for all of Poussin's motifs which do 
not appear in antique or Renaissance visual sources for 
the Indian Ttiumph: Hercules with the tripod; a more 
regal and self-contained Bacchus than is typical; a fully 
realized landscape background; the uniquely shaped horn; 
Apollo in his chariot; the infant climbing into the com­
position from the foreground; and the torch and flowers 
in the hands of the female centaur. 

Both antique sources with which the seventeenth cen­
tury was familiar and the contemporary literature itself 
document a Bacchic festival known as the Triennial 
Feast. " Its basic components reflect the ubiquitous ar­
chetype of the dying and rising god. The festival involved 
the torch-lit procession of the Bacchic thiasos with 



sacrificial animals from Athens to Mt. Parnassus and 
Delphi. The return to Athens was highlighted by the bring­
ing of tripods from the oracle, presumably in connection 
with the legend of the god's infant burial near the oracular 
tripod. Central to the celebration was the ritual "awaken­
ing" of the god from slumber/death in the underworld, 
his home with Persephone after his childhood dismember­
ment by the Titans and the locale of bis rescue of bis 
mother Semele. This ritual reveille, enacted near a lake 
or swamp, involved the calling forth of the infant god 
from the dank subterranean waters by the blowing of 
ritual horns.•• The return of the child Dionysus to renewed 
life, from whence he would "mature" with the passing of 
the seasons, was associated precisely with Bacchus' 
triumphant return from India. In its specifically Athenian 
version, the celebration of the god's resurrection was in­
corporated in the springtime new year's festival, the An­
thesterion, held during the month of that name, when, 
as the Greek word indicates, flowers began to bloom. 

As the god's companion, both in general and specifi­
cally in the Indian victory procession, Hercules was also 
operationally identified with the god of the vine. Both 
were construed as lawgivers, deities of civilized order, sub­
jugators of barbarians, and gods who literally set boun­
dary markers at the ends of the world: Hercules in the 
West, in Spain, and Bacchus in the East, in India. 

Poussin presents the Bacchic thiasos, not in terms of 
mythological narrative, but in terms of a syncretistic con­
ception of Bacchus as it arose in the course of the develop­
ment of a specific ritual. The ritual determines the literally 
central action of the painting, which is def med not by the 
processional direction but by the oppositely-inclined 
diagonal of the centaur group, directed 10 t,he rising god. 
The syncretism of later antiquity, a major source for 
seventeenth-century theological speculation, determines 
the intermingling and co-identity of the deities. 

The procession moves from twin-peaked Parnassus 
to the town of Athens, schematically represented in the 
background to the right of the torch." Presiding over the 
procession, Bacchus sits in Apollonian severity, while 
Bacchus-Hercules, wearing Bacchic ivy, serves him in the 
thiasos and carries the symbol of bis (and therefore 
Bacchus) triumph over the lyric deity and over death." 
Bacchus-Apollo is linked axially with Hercules and is 
thereby drawn into the myteries. And Bacchus-as-Infant, 
awakened and resurrected by the sound of the ritual horn 
and wearing Apollonian laurel, climbs up to join the 
celebration. He is welcomed with springtime flowers by 
the female centaur, just as Apollo receives a similar bou­
quet from the the hand of a nymph in Giulio Romano's 
1Humph of Bacchus in the Sala di Psicbe in the Palazzo 
de! le in Mantua (Figure 7). The river god presides over 
the foreground as an indication of the setting at the body 
of water from which the god is resurrected." 

In Poussin's painting, therefore, Bacchus assimilates 
the auribuies of Apollo, sun, and Hercules and recapitu­
lates himself throughout the comp0sition as the triumph­
antly fenile lord of all. This accords well with the bias 
of seventeenth-century religious syncretism, which focused 
on the Egyptian derivation of all religious beliefs." In a 
description of the worship of Isis and Osiris, often quoted 
in the seventeenth century, Plutarch identifies Osiris and 
Bacchus and posits this conglomerate deity as the source 
of the sun itself, and therefore as the source of all creation, 

of all divinity." 
Poussin's Bacchic Triumph for Richelieu specifically 

figures the deity as lord of springtime rejuvenation.,. But 
it is not only nature whose metaphysical essence is being 
revealed here. For Bacchus and Hercules do not appear 
in this work only as solar deities. As Charles Dempsey 
asserts in a meticulously documented article which in­
spired my own research on Poussin's Richelieu commis­
sion, Bacchus and Hercules display a reserve peculiar 
for a representation of revelry." Although Dempsey draws 
quite different conclusions from this observation than 
those presented here, his insight is important. Bacchus in 
particular assumes a p0se which one might more readily 
associate with the divine rationality of Apollo. Indeed, 
Giulio Romano, again in the Sala di Psiche (Figure 7), 
depicts Apollo in precisely the pose struck by Bacchus 
in the Chateau Richelieu painting." In terms of the ritual 
source of the present composition, one might describe 
Bacchus' demeanor, and that of Hercules, as reflecting 
the rebirth of a regal self-possession appropriate to their 
roles as deities of civilization, law, and divine order. 
Another painting by Poussin, also for a French patron, 
confirms the artist's familiarity with a juridical side of 
the Bacchic character that is wise, enlightened, and 
enlightening. In The Judgment of Solomon (Figure 8), 
executed in 1649 for Pointe!, the Biblical personification 
of kingly wisdom and justice is enthroned over a relief 
which depicts griffins nanking a baetylus, or Bacchic 
pillar. This was a frequent motif on Bacchic sarcophagi." 

An interpretation of Poussin's Triumph of Bacchus 
primarily as a depiction of the triumphant resurrection 
of civilizing imperial wisdom and power seems better to 
conform to its p0si1ion in the Chateau Richelieu's Cham­
bre du Roi than Dempsey's interpretation of it as a visual 
extrap0lation of natural philosopby. Especially interesting 
in this regard is the fact that the ceiling medallion of the 
room depicted the Apotheosis of Hercules, who, along 
with Bacchus, was crucial for ruler iconography from 
Alexander the Great 10 Septimus Severus 10 the Bourbon 
Louis XlII of France." The translation of Hercules 10 
Olympus in the ceiling painting parallels the celebration 
of bis companion deity in Poussin's composition, in which 
Hercules also plays a literally central role. One can then 
interpret the entire room in the chateau as an extended 
political emblem of the wisdom, justice, and irresistible 
p0wer of Louis XIII and of bis minister, the Cardinal 
Patron. 

The painting by Jacques Stella, which the Cardinal 
commissioned for the Chambre du Roi a few years after 
the Poussin paintings, further suggests a political inter­
pretation of the Triumph of Bacchus. It will be 
remembered that Stella's allegory, The Liberality of Louis 
XII and Cardinal Richelieu (Figure 2), was hung above 
the fireplace between Poussin's Bacchus and bis Triumph 
of Pon. Based on the liberality of the Roman emperor 
Titus, the painting shows Louis and Richelieu, elevated 
on an architectural ledge, exhibiting their imperial largesse 
by casting coins to their subjects. This p0pulace has both 
the character of the supplicants before St. Cecelia in 
Domenicbino's San Luigi dei Francesi composition and 
the character of a Bacchanal obviously dependent on the 
Poussin compositions." The companionship between the 
king and his minister in the Stella canvas provides an in­
teresting parallel to the pairing of Bacchus and Hercules 
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in the earlier paintings in the room. Perhaps the commis­
sion was intended to extrapolate the contemporary mean­
ing of those emblematic works. 

Although I can only speculate at this point, it seems 
at least conceivable that, when he commissioned the 
decoration of this important room in his chateau, 
Richelieu had another ruler's similar decorative program 
in mind. In 1629, Charles I of England finally prevailed 
with the Gonzagas of Mantua and purchased Mantegna's 
Triumph of Julius Caesar. As the most cursory examina­
tion of the composition will reveal, Mantegna derived his 
invention from Bacchic iconography, via reliefs of Roman 
Imperial triumphs." Charles had these paintings installed 
in Hampton Court Palace, where they served as tokens 
of his power as ruler and as inheritor of the role of 
Renaissance patron from the fading aristocracies of Italy. 
Charles also acquired two Correggios from the same 

I Oiodorus. Hi.stories. 4 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard Univenity PrC$$) 
I V:3.1-3.4. 

2 Th~ Triumph of Pon is in the Nationa1 Gallery, London. On 1hc 
d0<;umcntation of the Richelieu conunission and the deJi\~ry of the 
paintings, cf. Rene Pintard, "Recontres a"« Poussin:· Acres du 
Colloque Nicolas Poussin, 2 vols. (Paris, 1%0) 1:31•35. Blunt asserts 
that The Triumph of Przn should actually be construed asa Triumph 
of Pr;opus, s« Nicolas Pou$.f;.n, 2 vols. (New York: Pantheon Books. 
1967) 1:135 rr. 

3 What LS generally regarded as an old copy of the lost Poussin Triumph 
of Sifenu.s is in the Nat.Ona! Gallery, London. Slightly earlier Pous.sin 
had painted a Triumph of Neptune (or 1hc Cardinal. but, according 
to conlemp0rary souroes, that painting did not hang in the Cham• 
bre du Roi. For documentation of the disp0sition of the paintings 
in the room.see Anthony Blunt, The Paintings of Nicolas Poussin: 
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A CritiaJI Cata/qg (London: PhaKlon, 1966) 95-96; Candace Adel5on, 
"Nicholas Poussin et les tableaux du Studiolo d' Isabella d' EstC:' 
La Revue du Louvre et des Musks de France 2S (1975): 237-41; S.J. 
Frccdbctg, "Lorenzo Louo to Ni<:holas Pou$$ll\:' Apollo 107 (1978): 
397; Doris Wild, Nicola., Poussin, 2 vols. (Frciburg, 1980) 2:63. 
Scholars do not agree on the precise arrangement of the paintings, 
but there seems to be a general consensus that Poussin's Bacchus 
and Pan were hung togeUler on one wall as pendants., while the Silenus 
was integrated with the Mantuan paintings, Freed.berg notes that 
Jacques Stella's Liberality of UJuis XIII and Cardinal Richelitu of 
ca. 1637•38 (Fig. 2) hung abo\-e the fireplace in the Chambre du Roi 
and was nanked by the Bacchus and Pa.n. Charles Sterling notes that 
se-.-eral criticaJ expositions of the seventeenth century mention five 
paintings executed for the Cardinal and that some h.a\·e identified 
a B«chus Leading Ariadne to the Chariot in the Hermitage as prc$Cf· 
ving the now lost coml)OSition. However, Sterling o:prcsses his doubts 
on this identification: Germaine Ba1pin. Anthony Blunt, Charles 
Sterling, and Madeleine Hours. Exposition Nicholas Poussin: Seconde 
Edition Corriegtt (Paris: .edition des Mus«$ Nationaux, 1960) 
230-231. Blunt notes that SC\'tnteenth..('.C;ntury visitors to the chateau 
mention onJy three paintings by Poussin in the Chambre du Roi. 
Poussin's extant Bacchanals have occasioned much debate regarding 
their authenticity. The 'Triumph of Pon has garnered almost uni\·er• 
sat support, hO\lo'C\-et, and The Triumph of Bacchus has been incrcas• 
ingly accepted as an autograph work since Pierre Rosenberg's com• 
ments at the 1977 Rome exhibition. Having seen the Bacchus at the 
1988 exhibition or Poussin's early work in Ft. \\bnh, I am personally 
comfonable with its authenticity. HO"'CVCr, a detailed examination 
or the authenticity of chis or the 0th.er two works in the series is 
beyond the scope of this may. 

studiolo that had originally contained the Richelieu paint­
ings from Mantua. 

Perhaps there was a strategy to the Cardinal's decor­
ative scheme that went beyond a display of his sophis­
ticated taste Like Charles, he also featured paintings from 
the Gonzaga collection, including two by Mantegna. To 
these he added a Triumph of Bacchus by a preeminent 
"modern" painter. The latter composition by Poussin 
privileges Hercules as the deity of French monarchy and, 
like Mantegna's Triumph of Caesar, articulates imperial 
virtue and power. In the process, the keenly competitive 
Richelieu may very well have been one-upping his insular 
rivals to political pre-eminence in seventeenth-century 
Europe through the display of the artifice of politics. 

The University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill 

4 for the most extensive comments on Poussin's Ti'iumph of Bacchus, 
see Charles Dempsey, "The Oassical Pcrccpdon of Natutt in Poussin's 
Earlier Works!' Journal of 1he Worbuf8 and Courtauld Institutes 29 
(1966): 2l9-2A9; "Pouss.in and the Natural Orde(,' diss., Princeton 
University, 1963. 218-224. Dempsey draws p.micularly on Panofsky's 
A My1hologica.f Poinling by Poussin in tht Nationalmuseum 
S1ockholm (Stockholm: Nationalmusci Skriftseric NR S, l960). 

I am restricting myself to a discussion of Tht 1Humph of Bacchus 
in full knowledge, hOWC'o'Cr, that only a comptthensi~ oonsideration 
of all paintings and of the decorali\'e program in the Chambre du 
Roi as a whole can yic:ld a trul)' adequate understanding of any one 
painting, Not only ha,-e res.trictions of time and space restricted m)· 
approach, but such an initiaJ exploration is recommended by the faa 
that Tht Ti'iumph of Bacchus has received cxtcn.sive comment as an 
individual work by, in particular, Charles Dempsey, II is to the la.I· 
ter•s comments and to the insights of Er\l,in Panofsky from which 
Dempsey proceeds that this paper is both indebted and to which it 
is a response. 

5 " •. .ces compositions vicnncnt tres cxaetemcnt de l'ctude des marbrcs 
antiques, de sa facilitt aux in\--e.ntions poetique, fruit de son trtS 
heureux g(nie:• O.P. BctJori, Vie de Nic<>las Poussin. trans.. Georgt:t 
R6nond (Geneva: A Vesenaz, 1947) 4$-49. 

6 There are~ drawings for individual motifs as \l,'CII as these t¥1'0 

which represent in each case a full invention of the subject. Because 
of the restrictions of 1ime and space I am fottgoing a discuss.ion of 
the drawings of the motifs. 

7 The Raphael eompos:ition is preserved in a painting by Garofalo of 
The 7Humph of Bacchus, Ocmiildegalerie, Orcsd,n. Pic1ro da 
Cortona's 'l>iumph of Bacchus is in the Capitoline Museum, Rome. 
For the connection bet-ween Raphael's drawing and Garofalo's painl• 
ing, see Edgar Wind, ''A Nole on Bacchus and Ariadne!' The Burl• 
ington Maga,ine XCII (1950): 85 ff. R>r a brief noiation of Rapbaefs 
use of the Casino Rospigliosi sarcophagus, sec F. Mati. Die 
Dionysischen Sorkophage (Berlin: Ocbr. Mann Verlag, 1975) 234. For 
Poussin's study of Pietro da Cortona's Triumph of Bacchus, see G. 
Briganti, Pietro do Cor1ono e de/la pittura barocca (Aorenoe, 1962). 

8 A planar design is re0ected in an earlier drawina by Poussin of The 
Triumph of Bacchus. This drawing, which is unrelated to the Richelieu 
commission, is in the Royal Library at Windsor Castle. 

9 The figure of Hercules in the study seems to be based upcn a draw­
ing by Poussin after the antique: see Walter Friedlaender and Anthony 
Blunt, The Drawings of Nicolas Poussin, 5 "'''· (London: 1939-12) 
V: cat. 1325. 



10 Macrobius. The Saturnalia, 1rans. Pcn:ival Vaughan Davies (New York 
and London: Columbia Unh-ersity Press. 1969) 3~381. 

II r-or examples of these depictions of Hercules. sec. respectively, The 
Ouvaroff Sarcophagus, ca. 210 A.O •• Puschkin-Museum, MO$COW 
(formerly Palazio Alleml)$. Rome); The Albani Sarcophagus, ca. 
190-200 A.O., The Capi1otine Museum, Rome; Roman Sarcophagus, 
ca. 21().220 A.D., Woburn Abbey, England. 

12 Thddeo Zuccaro exerciud a similar compositional preference in his 
in\'tntion of a Triumph of Bacchus for 1he eeilin_g decoration of the 
Camerino cit.JI' Auwnno in the Palazzo Farnese in Caprarola. Sec 
J. A. Gere. 7addeo Z.Uccoro: His Development Studitd in His Draw-­
ings (London: Faber and Faber, 1969) cat. entry 217, figs. 138, 139. 
For discussions of the stylistic periods of 1he sarc<>phagi, cf. Karl 
l.thmann-Hartleben and Erling C. Olsen. Dionysiac Sarcophagi in 
Baltimore ('Baltimore: The Institute of Fine Ans, New York Univer• 
si1y, and the Tl'ustees or the WaJters Ar1 Gallery, 1942) 60 ff.; and 
Anna M. McCann, Roman Sarcophagi in the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art (New York: Mecropolitan Museum of Ari, 1978) 86-91. 

13 Like the 5,eo.-eran sarcophagus illustrated in Fi_g. 3, this Antonine sat• 
cophagus of ca. 150 A.O. \loa5 iru:talled between 1611 and 1613 in a 
wall of the Casino Rospigliosi. Poussin would h.ave had easy access 
to both reHcfs. Severa] drawings after the Se-,•eran example exist in 
the Museum Chartaceum, the drawings after the antique commis• 
sioncd by Poussin's patron and friend Cassiano dal Pozzo. Ste F. 
Mat:c., Die Dionyrischen Sa.rkophage, 4 \'Ols. (Berlin: Gebr. Mann 
~ 1975) cat. entries 59, 96; Cornelius Vermcule. "The Dal Pozzo. 
Albani Drawings of Classical Antiquities in the British Museum and 
at Windsor CastlC:' Transactions of the Amerkan Philosophical 
Soci,iy so.s. 56.2 (1960, 1966) figs. 17Z.174. 

14 Another drawing from the Dal Pozzo Museum Chartaceum appears 
pa.nicularly relevant to the Poussin painting. It depicts a Portion of 
the front of a sarcophagus or ca. 160 A.O .• now in Woburn Abbey, 
Ellgland. (See \<nneule fig. 171, eaU!log entry 8638.) The figural eom• 
position closely parallels 1hat of Poussin. Both the antique sculptor 
and the pain1er ha\'C grouped an old bearded man with a ritual im• 
plemen1, a mature. bearded man with a shepherd's staff, a youth, 
and a putto driver between Baochus in his charioc and Hercules. who 
carries his club in hi.s left hand and wean a wreath of grape ivy. 

A compilation of possible visual parallels in antiC!Ue sources pro­
\ides an index of the scope of Poussin's reference and or his ability 
to integrate a plethora or material into a cohere,nt statcmtnt with 
the cha,accer of unmedialod and non-derh•a1ive Dasein. I provide 
ibis list, nOf 10 suggest 1hat Poussin compiled a similar one, much 
less I be same one, but only to illustrate his concern for constructing 
a visuaJ Language oll'antica: 

-for the pose and throne-chariot of Bacchus, cf. Roman coin, 
N. 14S4 l48, Illustrated in Matz I.plate I. 

-for the chariot t~ cf. sarcophagi with the Triumph of Bac­
chus from the Vatican Cortile Ottagonale and the British Museum 
(formerly from St.a. Maria Maggiore); both these sarcophagi date 
from the second century A.O. 

-for a pan/silenos/shepherd with a lagobolon and pipes, cf. 
Roman sarcophagus., The THumph of Bacchus. ca. 190-200 (The 
Albani Sarcophagus), The Capitoline Museum, Rome. 

-(or the round standard. carried by the o1d man. cf. a Poussin 
dra"'ing after the antique, formerly in the Blunt collect.ion, London. 
Tht inscription on the standard in the painting is Evoe. which is the 
Bacchic ritual shou1. 

-for ctni.aurs with riders, cf. a Hellenistic relief, Bocchic TMasos, 
co. 100 B.C., ~tican Beh-edcre. Rome. 

-for the 1hyrsos-bearer, er. Poussin, Maenad with Thyrsos from 
1ht Borghese Krater, British Museum, London: a drawing from 
Mustum Chortaceum, Bacchic Thiasos, 1600-1650, Roya) Llbrary, 
Wlndsor Casile. Also note a literary source for snakes coiling a.round 
lhc th)TSOS: Philos.tratus, Imagines, trans. Arthur Fairbanks (Cam­
bridge: Han•ard University Press, 1960) 203. 

- for the lead woman. cf. a drawing from the MUMUm Char• 
"'"""' Maenad and Satyr, 1600-1650, Royal Ubrary, Windsor Cas~e; 
figures from a sarcophagus originally at the Villa Doria PamphiLi, 
Rom, (fig. 33); figure from The Ouvaroff Sarcophagus, ca. 210, 
Puschkin-Museum, MO$COW; for the ueatmeru of the arm in the circle 
of draper)', er. Raphael, God Appe.aring 10 Issac, ½.t.ican Loggia. 

-for the rh-cr god, cf. Ocean from the Seasons Sarwphagus, 
~20.250 A.O., The Metrop0litan Museum of Art, New York, as well 
\ the river god in Raphael's Consecration of Solomon in the Yatican 

Loggia. 
-for the child in the foreground, cf. infant satyrs who often ap­

pear in sarcophagi depicting Bacchus' Triumph; the setting and type 
of infant here remind me. respecti\•ely, of Michelan1elo1s Battle of 
Casdntl and Children's Bacchanal. 

-for the coloring of Bacchus. whose flesh tones seem between 
1he ruddy color typical for males and the pallor 1ypical for females 
throughout ancien1 an, cf. frequent statements regarding his an­
drogyny. for example, see Natalis Comes. Mythologie ou explica­
tion dts fables. oeuvre deminente, doctrint. & d'agreoblt Lecture, 
trans. Jean Baudouin. 2 vols. (1627: New York and London: Garland 
Publishing Company, 1976) 2:464. 

I 5 Charles Sterling notes that this landscape, cspeci~ly with regard to 
the trees at lhc left, recalls Bellini's Feast of the Gods, which Poussin 
cop;ecl: Sterling 23-0. 

I could find no antique or contemporary source for 1he serpent 
trumpet depicted in the Bacchus. In the Bacchic sarcophagi, the type 
of trumpet which usually appears is either 1he Roman lituus or the 
tuba. Both or these are long straight horns. although the bell end 
of the lituus curves upward to give the instrument its characteristic 
J-shapc. For his serpent horn, Poussin appears to have conflated 
SC'\-eral different kinds of instruments. Most probably he has com­
bined the Renaissantc folded trumpet wilh the anc:iau Roman buc­
dno. He would h&\'C known the form of this instrument not only 
from his own observations or antiquWes but also from his acquain­
tance with the studies of Guillaume du Choul Poussin copied both 
illustrations and texts from Ou Choul's Disc.ours sur la religion des 
oncitns Romains (15.56; New York and London: Garland Publishing 
Co., 1976); page 288 or this \•olume, which Poussin copied. includes 
an illustration of 1he buccina. Anthony BJunt has di$C.u$$cd Ou 
Choul's imp0rtance for Poussin with respect 10 he Latter's at• 

chaeological aactitude: ''Poussin et Jes ceremonies religieu.ses:• 
Revut des Arts X (1980): 59ff. Fandfully shaped trumpets. often 
utilizing animal motifs_ frequently appear in the: SC\'Cntecnth century. 
One. a tenor corneu, although not appearing in precisely the shape 
or Poussin's instrument, was actually called 1he "serpent": cf. "Cor­
ntlt!' The New Grvve Dictionary of Musical /nstrument.s, ed. Stanley 
Sadie (London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 1984). II featured a winding 
tubu1ar body which terminated in a grotesque animal head as the bclJ. 

16 The coherence of figual relationships 1hroughout the composition 
requires a greater illusionistic depth than afforded in che sarcophagi, 
which only accommodate either frontally-situated or adjacently­
related figures. At the same lime, 1he abstracting double-diagonal 
system weakens spatial illusion by drawing attention to the two­
dimensional design. 

On lhc structure and role of the glances exchanged between figures 
in the reliefs and their relation to the participation or the spe,ctator 
sec Lehmann-Hartleben and Olsen ~2. 76, 71. 81. 

l7 Cf. Blunt, Poussin 1:129. As Blunl has pointed out, IDO\temcnt in 
Poussin's comPositions of the 1630s is a k.ind of analyzed or "logical 
mQ\'e:rtle-n1;• which results from depicting each fig·ure SC1)3rately at 
an extreme Point of movement that abstractly gauges its Possible o:• 
tent. Tb.is results in a kind of visual oxymoron. a kind of static move­
ment. which both recalls che antique triumph of depicting movement 
in stone and al 1he same time problematizcs any reference to the 
$CU!ptural suggestion of mo\'cme,nt through flowing line and danc-
ing chiaroS(.u.ro. • 

18 This point of view recalls Walter Fricdlacnder's assertion that 1he 
Richelieu Bacchanals connote "mysteries - mysteri - in a religious 
Stnsc,, as in the mysteries of the Sacraments": Nicolas Poussin: A 
New Approach (New York: Abrams. 1964) 49. This was also the 
guicling principle of the Edinburgh exhibition in 1981 which exhibited 
Poussin's Bacchanals together with his two Socro~nts series: cf. 
Poussfn: Sacroment.s and Bacchanols: Paintings and Drawings on 
Sacred and Pro/one Themes (Edinburgh: nustCC$, National Gallery 
of Scotland. 1981). 

19 The sources for 1his summary of the Triennial feast are either six­
teenth/seventeenth-century sources or antique sources which were 
quoted by them. They include. most i.mponantly: The Orphic Hymns, 
trans. and notes Apostolos N. Athanassalds (Atlanta; Scholars Press 
for The Society for Biblical Literature, 1977) esp. numbers IZ. 30, 
34, 42, 45, 46, 52. 53); Pluta.rch, De /side~, Osiridt. ed. and trans. 
J. Gwyn Oriffths (cambridgc: University of Wales Press, 1970) par­
ticularly chapters 34-36; Diodorus of Sicily, History 4:1.5-5.4; 
Macrobius Book I, chapters 18, 20.6 ff.; Vincenzo canari. Nove 
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lmagini de Gli Delli Antichi. ed. Lorenzo Pignoria (16tS; New York: 
Garland Publishing Company, 1979) 368-391 (esp. 317, 370, 380-381, 
388); Comes. Mythologie 1:459-500 (esp. 4o4, %6, 473-476, 479-483, 
489-493) and 2:669-710 (esp. 683-684, 699, 710); Pausanias, Guide 
to Greece, tran~ Peter Levi. 2 \'Ols. (Baltimore: Penguin books, 1979) 
t :20S, 4ll, 4S4, 490. An interesting recent summary of the ancient 
literature is K. Kercnyi. Dionysus.: Archetypal Image of Indescructible 
Lift (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 'Bolligen Series. 1916), 
cs:p. 180, lt<J.-315. The latter provided the information regarding the 
carrying or the Dclph\c tr\t>()(h from Parnusus to A.thens. Furthet 
TCStarcb \s nc«\ed to document the avai\ab\li\)' of tb.'\s detai.\ \.n. the 
se-,-enteenth century. 

20 In De /side ti Osiride, Plutarch dcsignates these horns as solpinges 
(chapter 3S). This instrument is not mentioned with any frequency 
in Greek literature. and only one ocample is extant today (in the 
Bo$l0n Museum of Fine Arts). Perhaps Plutarch's designation ac• 
counts for Poussin's occentric im-ention. Not knowing the form of 
thesalplnx. and )'Cl wanting to differcrniate th.is ritual occasion from 
Bacchic criumph in general as it appears on the sarcophagi, he 
designecl a unique inscrument. In using the boccina, a variation on 
the cornu, Poussin perhaps was familiar with the particular uses of 
those instruments. The cornu often accompanied public funtrals and 
was sometimes associated with the cull of Cybele, as well as with 
imperial triumphal processions. The ba«ina was used on the battle 
field as che trumpet for re.,.eille, a fact which would certainly make 
it an instrument of choice for the e.,.ent depicted by Poussin, if indeed 
he was aware of this use. Virgil as.sociates the buccina particularly 
with shepherds and with barbarian peoples. On these instrumencs 
cf. particularly: The New G~ Dictionary of Music:ol Instruments, 
ed. Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 1984); Philip Bate. 
The Trumpet and Trombone: An Outline of their History, Develop­
mtnt, and Construction (New York: WY/. Norton & Co., Inc., 1972) 
92-98. 

21 Lucan describes the two peaks of Ml. Parn.as.sus, one sacred to APolJO. 
the ocher to Dionysus.: Ph0"'1/l(I; Dramatic Episodes of the Civil Wars. 
trans. Robert Graves (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 19S6) v. 63-69. 
Maerobius (Saturnalia 1:18) menlions chat there were caves sacred 
to Dionysus on Parnassus, and one can barely make out some caves 
in the peak behind Bacchus in the painting:. 

22 C.a.rtari notes chat Bacchus had a tripod sacred to him also; he used 
it as a cup for v,inc. which was his source of truth: 317,370. Alhcnaeus 
describes a sumptuous Baochic procession in Ptolmaic: Egypt in whjch 
were featured numcrou.s Delphic Tripods: Dt-ipnosophistae, trans. 
Char1es Bunon Gulick (Cambridge: Harvard University~ 1967) 
S:197 rr. - An apparently unique visual document which specific:aUy 
associates Hercules' wresting of the Tripod from Ap0Do with the wor. 
ship of Bacchus is a pair of terracotta plaques recently discovered 
in excavations al the 'Iemple of Apollo on the Palatine in Rome. One 
plaque reprcsenu: Hercules and AJ)Ollo struggling O\'er a trip()d, while 
the other reprcscncs AJ)Ollo and Diana worshipping at a Baocltic pillar. 

23 A frequent Bacchic symbol of resurrection is the rising of a coiled 
snake up a th)'J'SOS or up a tree. As in Poussin's painting, this motir 
suggC$lS both resurrect.ion from death, and the springtime rebirth 
of nature. Cf. Lehmann-Hartleben and Ols.cn 29.30. The motif may 
ha,.-c had the same connotation hert as ..veil. 

24 Cf. J. Scz:nec. "Un es:sai de mythologie compare¢ au dCbut du XVllc 
s.i&:1e!' Milonges d'orchtologie et d'hlstoireJ xlvijj (1931): 277 ff. 

2S Plutarch chapter 34. 

26 Building on the insights of Panofsky in the latter's analysis of 
Poussin's &cchus-Apollo in Stockholm. Dempsey has co!Jated 
nwnerous antique and sevtntecnth-ccntury sources which, he asserts. 
indicate that Poussin's Bacx:hus. Hercules, and Ap0llo play coordinate 
roles in a solar syncrctism concerned with the transition of the 
seasons. (See note 4: "Natural Order" and "Classical Perception!') 
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Bccaus.c or the sometime identification of Hm:.ulcs with winter, Bac­
chus with autumn, and APollo with summer, he incerprcts 1he paint• 
ing as an emblematic depiction of the change from autumn to winter. 
Tbe centraJ motif of an offering or spring flowers, howt'·er, would 
seem to belie such an intcrptt1ation, as docs the obvious prM:m.incncc 
of Baochus O\'Cf Hercules. Hertu.lcs does not lead here. He is definitd)' 
a follower of the god of wine. albeit a significant foUower. In 
"C1ass.ical Ptrception!' Dempsey also fails to account for the 
foreground figures., thtreby abandoning his earlier attempt to do so 
in the Natural Order ll\9). 

Mthony B\unt \nterpreu tne m)"\ho\og\C:a\ scenes \n 'Pou.ss\~s 
paintings of the l630s in terms of the struggle between genuine love 
and concupiscence. He associates the depiction of nature deities and 
of the amorous encounters of the gods as allegorical representations 
of the C)'Clical resur~ion of nature and of the soul: Poussin !:chapter 
3. By oont.ra.st Christopher Wright notes that in the Richc1ieu Bor­
chonals, "Bacchus and his follo...,-crs give them.seh·es O\'er to wild 
revelry ... (in Poussin's creation of a) mood of artificial humour. 
Richelieu was obviously not interested in the deeply serious s.ide of 
Poussin's nature and Poussin totaJly sublimated this aspect of his 
character. Instead the ensemble was light, delicate and decorative..:': 
Poussin Painting~· A Catalogue Rai$onne (London: Jupiter Books, 
1984) 178. {)r()ris Wild, presenting )'Ct another J)Oint of view, notes 
the relevance to Poussin's painting of the Greek celebration of the 
rc1.um of Ba<Xhus from the underworld and the east, how'C"o-cr she 
does not expand on this: 2.6S. Badt also notes the god's yearly return 
to share in human and earthly life, but does not specifically relate 
this fact to the painting: Die Kunst des Nicolas Poussin, 2 \'OLs. (KOln: 
Verlag M. Dumont Schaubcrg, 1969) 2:S3t. My ()'l,i, point or \•iew 
is closest to thos.c of Blunt, Wild, and Badt, ahhough none or those 
aut.hors cxtraJ)Olate the political context of the painting, and none 
deal v,ith the figures in the foreground. 

27 Dempsey, "Classical Perception .. 244. 

28 Cf. Panofsky, Stockholm for a discussion of the iconographic com­
bination of AJ)Otlo and Bacchus in the \lo'Orks of Poussin. The antique 
sarcophagi which depict the Bacchic triumph normaUy portray 
Bacchus in an indolent, presumably inebriated, posture. Pans and 
satyrs often prop him up in the chariot or bolster him when he stands. 
One thinks of Annibale's Bacchus in the central panel of the Farncs,c 
Gallery ceiling. 

29 See. [0< example. the ,o-<:alled Griffin Sorrophogus, ca. 140 A.D., 
The waiters Art Gallery, Baltimore. 

30 Blunt, 1%6, p. 96, mentions the ceiling painting of Hercules. Howc-.u 
he does not indicate the way in whjch this subjec:t fit into the pro• 
gram of the room. One might assume that its theme was not urutlaled 
to the depictions of battles and the triumphs of marine gods that 
were set into paneling beneath the four canvases by che fifteenth­
and s.ixtccnth-ccntury painters and the three by Poussin. There is a 
well-documented connection, of course, betv.cen heroic militar)' ex­
ploiu: and the Bacchic process.ions, which provided the models for 
Imperial Triumphs (or vice versa). This connfflion was explicitly made 
in antiquity by such authors as Strabo: The Geography of Strabo, 
trans. Horace Leonard Jones, 8 .. -ols. (cambridge; Harvard Uni-.-cr• 
sity Press, 1917) ll.S.S, IS.l.1•58). For an extensive study of the 
development of the Imperial victory procession from Dionysian ritual 
see H .S. Versnel, Triumphus.· An Inquiry into tht Origin. Develop• 
ment and Meoning o/tht Romon Triumph (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1970). 

31 For the connection bet.ween Stella's and Poussin's paintings in the 
Chambre du Roi, sec: Anthony Blunt, "La LiberalitC de Louis 
XIII et de Richelieu:• Revue de /'art II (197)): 74; Adelson 241, n. 
II; Freedbcrg 397. 

32 Aside from the generally recognizable fonnat of the ImperiaJ demi· 
god in his chariot, preceded by a military "thiasos;• a number of 
motifs reference the Bacchic heritage. for example, one finds a bronze 
plaque among the booty wruch depicts centaurs and riders. 



Figure I. Nicolas Poussin, The Triumph of Bacr:hus, 1635-1636. Courtesy of The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas 
City, Missouri (Nelson Fund). 
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Figure 2. Jacques Stella, The Liberality of Titus (allegory of The Liberality of Louis Xlll and Cardinal Richelieu), ca. 
1637-1638. Courtesy of The Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge. Gift of Lewis G. Nierman and 
Charles Nierman and the Alpbeus Hyatt Fund. 
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Figure 3. Roman Sarcophagus, The Triumph of Bacchus, 190-200 A.O. Casino Rospigliosi, Rome. (Photo: F. Matz, 
Die Dionysischen Sarkophage. 4 vols. Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 197S. 'Tafel 122.1) 
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Figure 4. Nicolas Poussin, The Triumph of Bacchus (drawing), mid-1630s. Windsor Castle, The Royal Library. © 1989. 
Courtesy of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. 
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Figure 5. Nicolas Poussin, The Triumph of Bacchus (drawing), mid-1630s. Courtesy of The Nelson-Atkins Museum 
of Art, Kansas City, Missouri (Nelson Fund). 

Figure 6. Roman Sarcophagus, The Triumph of Bacchus, ca. 150 A.O. Casino Rospigliosi, Rome. (Photo: F. Matz, Die 
Dionysischen Sarkophage. 4 vols. Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1975. Tafel 69.1.) 
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Figure 7. Giulio Romano, The Triumph of Bacchus, ca. 1S30. Sala di Psiche, Palazzo del Te, Mantua. Alinari/Art Resource. 

Figure 8. Nicolas Poussin, The Judgment of Solomon, 
1649. Courtesy of The Louvre, Paris. Cliche des Musees 
Nationaux - Paris. 
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