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    A single undulating line, alive with turn and counterturn, cuts through convention like a river through stone, proposing that beauty is not a fixed mask of rules but a living motion that guides the eye, awakens the mind, and reconciles nature’s variety with human judgment.

The Analysis of Beauty, published in 1753 by the English painter and engraver William Hogarth, is a landmark treatise that sets out to describe the principles governing visual grace. Written in mid-eighteenth-century Britain, it presents a practical, observational account of how forms please, how movement animates shape, and how taste can be trained. Hogarth addresses artists, connoisseurs, and curious readers alike, offering a framework intended to clarify rather than mystify the operations of beauty. The book’s central premise is that beauty can be examined, articulated, and taught without reducing it to lifeless formula.

Hogarth was already renowned for his narrative prints and paintings, which depicted modern life with moral bite and graphic ingenuity, when he turned to systematic reflection on aesthetic experience. Operating in the bustling cultural world of eighteenth-century London, he wrote at a time when debates about taste, nature, and art were intensifying, and when the visual arts were becoming matters of public discussion. His treatise emerges from a milieu shaped by print culture, exhibitions, and lively criticism, and it seeks to ground aesthetic judgment in the study of visible forms rather than in inherited dogma or abstract authority.

What makes the book a classic is not only the boldness of its claims but also the lucidity of its method. Hogarth refuses the chilly austerity of rule-bound canons in favor of principles tested against examples. He writes in concrete terms, guiding readers to look, compare, and reason. This emphasis on seeing for oneself—on the educability of perception—gives the work enduring vitality. The author’s insistence that beauty can be discussed in plain language widened the audience for aesthetic thought, and his independence from strict academic systems helped establish a specifically British contribution to art theory.

At the heart of the treatise is a set of interrelated principles—fitness, variety, uniformity, simplicity, intricacy, and quantity—that together describe how forms gain expressive power. Rather than isolating any single rule, Hogarth shows how these ideas work in concert, shaping our responses to bodies, drapery, ornaments, and compositional arrangements. Variety enlivens; uniformity stabilizes; simplicity clarifies; intricacy invites exploration; quantity magnifies impression; fitness ties form to purpose. The analysis proceeds patiently and practically, encouraging readers to discover these relations in everyday objects as well as in works of art, and to weigh them with active judgment.

The most memorable device in the book is the serpentine or waving line, presented as a means for understanding how grace is conveyed through movement and curvature. For Hogarth, the eye’s pleasure follows paths that bend, recede, and return, creating a rhythm that animates otherwise static forms. He demonstrates this principle across figures, ornaments, and spaces, urging readers to trace the line as a guide to perception. The argument is reinforced by large illustrative plates with numbered references, which translate abstract propositions into tangible demonstrations and make the treatise a visual as well as verbal education.

Hogarth’s prose joins clarity with a robust, occasionally combative energy. He writes as a working artist speaking from experience, and he relishes turning common observation into structured insight. The tone is instructive without pedantry, polemical without obscurity. Examples accumulate, comparisons sharpen, and the reader is repeatedly called back to the evidence of the eye. In this way the book participates in the broader eighteenth‑century movement that sought to expand the public sphere of art, linking the studio to the street and giving spectators tools for thoughtful engagement.

As a contribution to the history of ideas, The Analysis of Beauty stands alongside influential eighteenth‑century writings that sought to clarify the pleasures of the imagination and the grounds of taste. Appearing several years before major later discussions of beauty and the sublime, it helped shape the climate in which such debates unfolded. Without resting on scholastic systems, it offers a distinct, practice‑based perspective that has remained part of the conversation in aesthetics. The very phrase associated with the book has entered the vocabulary of design and criticism, a sign of its conceptual staying power.

The work has also exercised a long afterlife among artists, educators, and historians, who have returned to its arguments when considering drawing, ornament, and the expressive possibilities of contour. Its principles have proven adaptable to changing styles and technologies because they address perception at a fundamental level rather than prescribing a single fashionable look. Readers continue to find in Hogarth a companion who neither scolds nor flatters but reasons, demonstrates, and invites experiment—a teacher whose authority rests on the persuasiveness of examples and the reproducibility of insight.

Part of the book’s appeal lies in its balance of ambition and accessibility. Hogarth does not promise a shortcut to taste; he promises attention. He gradually builds a vocabulary for seeing, then tests that vocabulary in varied situations, so that readers can apply the lessons beyond the page. The plates function as laboratories, the text as instruction, and the reader’s eye as the chief instrument. That design renders the treatise not only a historical curiosity but an active tool: one can read, look, and then look again, finding the argument recapitulated in perception.

Approaching this book, it is helpful to keep the illustrations at hand and to allow the author’s methodical pace to set the rhythm of reading. He begins with definitions and progresses through demonstrations, always returning to the interplay of principles. Because the treatise builds cumulatively, each section acquires greater resonance as the reader accumulates comparisons. The result is a practical education in attention, in which beauty is not a fixed property but an effect arising from relations—between parts and whole, motion and rest, expectation and surprise—that the reader learns to recognize and assess.

Today, the book’s central insights retain striking relevance. In a world saturated with images, Hogarth’s insistence on trained perception, on the ethics of looking, and on the lively partnership of rule and freedom speaks with renewed force. Designers, artists, and general readers alike still need ways to navigate abundance, to distinguish the merely ornate from the genuinely graceful, and to connect feeling with form. The Analysis of Beauty endures because it equips its audience to see more keenly and to judge more justly, joining eighteenth‑century inquiry to the ongoing work of visual understanding.
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    Published in London in 1753, William Hogarth’s The Analysis of Beauty is a treatise that seeks to explain why certain forms please the eye. Writing as a practicing painter and engraver, Hogarth offers a practical account of visual beauty aimed at artists, artisans, and viewers. He rejects vague jargon and unexamined reverence for fashion, proposing demonstrations grounded in observation. Two large engraved plates, densely packed with numbered examples, accompany the text and serve as its visual apparatus. Across the book, he builds his argument step by step, clarifying terms, isolating visual effects, and showing how they combine in actual objects, figures, and compositions.

Hogarth’s central proposal is that grace and beauty often arise from a flowing, serpentine movement that he calls the line of beauty. This undulating line, familiar in nature and art, invites the eye to travel, promising variety without confusion. It contrasts with rigid parallels and immobile straightness, which tend toward stiffness or monotony. For Hogarth, the line functions less as a decorative flourish than as a structural principle that animates forms, gestures, and arrangements. It signals vitality, helps unify disparate parts, and gives contour to movement. The book repeatedly returns to this line as a touchstone for judging visual pleasure.

To organize his account, Hogarth articulates six governing principles: fitness, variety, regularity, simplicity, intricacy, and quantity. Fitness concerns the suitability of a form to its purpose; variety introduces difference that sustains attention; regularity supplies order; simplicity prevents confusion; intricacy entices the eye to pursue winding relations; quantity addresses magnitude and amplitude. None is sufficient by itself, and beauty emerges from their balanced interplay. Hogarth treats proportion and symmetry as aspects of regularity and fitness rather than as absolute canons. He resists fixed numerical prescriptions, arguing that judgments gain reliability by tracing how these principles cooperate within specific contexts.

The human figure provides a primary field for application. Hogarth examines posture, gesture, and attitude, showing how a gentle sway or turn, carried by serpentine lines through spine, limbs, and drapery, creates grace. He contrasts lively movement with stiff poses that interrupt visual continuity. Differences of age, character, and situation produce legitimate variation, and he cautions against forcing bodies into schematic ideals detached from life. Hair, clothing, and accessories can either assist the expressive line or obscure it when contrived against fitness. The plates supply comparative figures, allowing readers to test how minute adjustments of curvature, balance, and transition alter the impression of the whole.

From the single figure Hogarth advances to composition. He explains how the eye enters and circulates within a picture, guided by dominant lines, masses of light and shade, and intervals of repose. Grouping, overlap, and perspective are evaluated by their capacity to sustain a pleasurable chase of the eye without disorder. Regularity provides cohesion across parts, while variety prevents deadness. Simplicity governs the main intention; intricacy refines the path of attention; quantity sets the scale and breadth. Hogarth shows how backgrounds, contours, and edges contribute to movement, and how tonal design can confirm or counteract linear flow to productive effect.

Extending his analysis beyond the figure, Hogarth considers everyday objects and ornamental forms. Vases, furniture, garments, and tools are judged by how their outlines and parts embody the six principles. Curved transitions and moderated contrasts often yield grace, whereas abruptness or mechanical repetition produces dullness. Ornament must serve the larger character of an object, not distract from it; fitness anchors decoration to use and meaning. He demonstrates, through comparisons on the plates, how small revisions to profiles, handles, bases, and moldings can transform the character of things, making variety intelligible and elegance a matter of relationship rather than excess.

Architecture and garden design enter the discussion as fields where order and freedom meet. Hogarth warns against over-rigid symmetry that sacrifices variety, yet he equally cautions that irregularity without plan leads to confusion. The serpentine impulse, when governed by fitness, can animate plans, elevations, walks, and water without violating structural sense. Regularity stabilizes, intricacy invites exploration, and quantity provides breadth. He treats decoration as subordinate to the building’s character, and urges that avenues, paths, and plantings be arranged to guide the eye agreeably. Throughout, the criteria remain consistent: movement, coherence, and purposeful variety.

Having set out principles and applications, Hogarth turns to questions of taste and instruction. He argues that sound taste can be cultivated by attentive comparison rather than by deferring to price, fashion, or celebrated names. The engraved plates function as exercises, enabling readers to practice seeing relations of line, mass, and motion. Hogarth writes for working artists as well as amateurs, seeking to bridge studio knowledge and public judgment. He acknowledges the appeal of established formulas but insists that rules must answer to experience. In this way, his analysis proposes a method: learn to observe how beauty operates, then adapt principles to circumstances.

The book’s enduring significance lies in reframing beauty as an active experience shaped by movement, relation, and purpose. Rather than prescribing a single canon, Hogarth equips readers with a vocabulary and a way of looking that can be applied across media and scales. The emphasis on the serpentine line, balanced by the six principles, offers a flexible guide to making and judging forms. Without depending on fixed ratios or fashion, the treatise invites continual experiment and correction. Its broader message remains clear: visual pleasure thrives where variety, order, and fitness converge, and where the eye is led to discover them with ease.
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    William Hogarth’s Analysis of Beauty appeared in London in 1753, during the reign of George II, when Hanoverian Britain was consolidating parliamentary monarchy and Anglican establishment. London, already Europe’s largest city after Paris, was the hub: a commercial, legal, and print capital whose coffeehouses, clubs, and pleasure gardens formed an energetic public sphere. There was no royal academy of art yet; training relied on apprenticeships, private drawing schools, and informal academies. Patronage was split among court, aristocracy, wealthy professionals, and civic institutions. In this setting, an artisan-engraver turned painter proposed a distinctly English, urban, and practical theory of beauty addressed to a broad reading public.

The expanding print market shaped Hogarth’s career and the intellectual authority he claimed for his book. Prints were affordable, collectible, and mobile, circulating images and arguments far beyond elite salons. Hogarth’s narrative series were sold by subscription and through print sellers, but piracy was rampant. He successfully agitated for the Engravers’ Copyright Act of 1735, known as Hogarth’s Act, which protected original prints. That legislation reflected a new recognition of artistic labor and ideas as property. Analysis of Beauty extends that claim from legal to aesthetic ground, setting out principles to be debated in the same public that bought his engravings.

British discussions of taste and beauty in the early eighteenth century were vigorous. Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third Earl of Shaftesbury, had argued for a moral sense; Joseph Addison’s Spectator essays popularized the pleasures of the imagination; and Francis Hutcheson advanced theories of beauty and virtue in the 1720s and 1730s. Hogarth’s treatise enters this conversation from the studio floor rather than the philosopher’s chair. He emphasizes visual perception, movement, and craft knowledge over abstract systems. Edmund Burke’s influential inquiry into the sublime and beautiful would follow four years later, making Hogarth’s contribution an important midpoint in evolving British aesthetics.

The Grand Tour and the cult of classical antiquity set powerful standards for taste in Hogarth’s day. British elites collected antique sculptures, commissioned Palladian houses, and deferred to continental connoisseurs. Architects like Lord Burlington promoted Vitruvian and Palladian rules; painters looked to Italian precedent. Hogarth respected exemplary works but distrusted mechanical canons of proportion and imported fashions presented as universal standards. In Analysis of Beauty he argues for principles drawn from observation—fitness, variety, uniformity, simplicity, intricacy, and quantity—and famously champions the serpentine or waving line. The book thus challenges the authority of rigid classicism by grounding beauty in lived, perceivable form.

Urban leisure and spectacle in London offered Hogarth a laboratory of movement and gesture that animates his theory. Theatres, fairs, masquerades, and pleasure gardens like Vauxhall and Ranelagh staged bodies in motion for mass audiences. Hogarth was close to theatrical culture and portrayed leading actors such as David Garrick, grasping how expression, posture, and rhythm formed visual interest. Analysis of Beauty translates that stage-schooled observation into an argument that the eye delights in varied lines and articulated forms. The serpentine line becomes not only an emblem of grace but a way to read everyday scenes whose energy resisted static, academic formulas.

Moral reform campaigns also framed the period. The gin crisis, acute in the 1730s and early 1750s, provoked legislation and public debate culminating in the Gin Act of 1751. Hogarth’s paired prints Beer Street and Gin Lane supported regulation by contrasting healthful order with destructive excess. That same didactic impulse underlies Analysis of Beauty. He links beauty to fitness and proper use, warning that affectation and misapplied ornament deform both objects and manners. The book’s appeal to common sense and practical judgment echoes broader efforts to cultivate public virtue through visual persuasion rather than coercion.

Hogarth’s training grounded his aesthetic claims in artisanal skill. Apprenticed around the 1710s to the silver engraver Ellis Gamble, he learned to incise curves, scrolls, and ornament with precision. Such craft demanded sensitivity to flowing lines and three-dimensional turn, qualities later elevated in his serpentine emblem. As he moved from trade engraving to painting and original prints, he retained a maker’s attention to tools, processes, and materials. Analysis of Beauty repeatedly returns to how form is produced and perceived in space, offering a theory that grows from handling metal, paper, paint, and the designed objects of daily life.

Alternative systems of art education preceded the Royal Academy. Hogarth frequented the St Martin’s Lane Academy, an informal life-drawing school active from the 1730s, where sculptors, painters, and designers studied from the model and plaster casts. Such settings encouraged collaborative critique and a practical curriculum apart from court patronage. Hogarth’s marriage in 1729 to Jane Thornhill, daughter of the history painter Sir James Thornhill, also connected him to academic ambitions within London. Analysis of Beauty addresses students formed in these environments, insisting that drawing from life and attentive looking teach more than memorized rules or blind imitation of antique models.

International rivalry sharpened Hogarth’s defense of an English eye. Anglo-French antagonism, punctuated by war and mercantile competition, stirred cultural chauvinism. After a brief 1748 visit to France, Hogarth produced the satirical print known as The Gate of Calais, or The Roast Beef of Old England, lampooning French scarcity and pretension. He often mocked imported fashions and connoisseurship dependent on foreign accreditation. Analysis of Beauty participates in this national conversation by claiming that beauty is discoverable in local nature and urban life, not guaranteed by foreign authority. It proposes a native, empirical standard without rejecting study of the best art.

Philanthropy and public institutions created new spaces for art. The Foundling Hospital, chartered in 1739, solicited artistic donations to adorn its chapel and committee rooms, inadvertently forming Britain’s first permanent public art display. Hogarth served as a governor, contributed paintings, and encouraged fellow artists to do the same, thereby cultivating a broader viewing public. These exhibitions modeled civic improvement through shared taste and instruction. Analysis of Beauty addresses just such viewers, using clear language and diagrams to invite non-specialists into aesthetic reasoning. The book aligns with a movement to make art useful to society, not a private game among connoisseurs.

Debates over censorship and expression also steered artistic strategy. The Licensing Act of 1737 restricted the stage, while prosecutions for seditious libel policed print culture. Graphic satire nevertheless thrived by deploying allegory, crowd scenes, and symbolic detail legible to informed readers. Hogarth honed a visual rhetoric of indirect argument that Analysis of Beauty repurposes pedagogically. The treatise includes two large engraved plates of numbered examples and figures, allowing the public to study form without textual obscurity. In an environment wary of overt polemic, a theory of lines and shapes could advance social critique under the banner of taste.

Technological and commercial developments in engraving and book production broadened the audience for theory. Copperplate engraving and etching allowed dense, precise images; improvements in paper supply and distribution lowered costs for middling buyers. London booksellers marketed treatises, manuals, and pattern books to artisans and amateurs in architecture, furniture, and textiles. Analysis of Beauty fit this market, offering visual plates and numbered references that readers could consult like a handbook. The format fostered self-education and cross-disciplinary application, from drawing classes to decorative design, embedding the work in a knowledge economy linked to manufacturing and retail.

The consumer revolution transformed everyday life in mid-eighteenth-century Britain. Imported tea, textiles, and porcelains, together with domestic furniture and prints, furnished homes of the middling sort and created a language of taste. Hogarth satirized conspicuous consumption and fashion’s caprice in works like Marriage A-la-Mode and Taste in High Life, depicting how display could corrupt judgment. Analysis of Beauty responds by examining ornament, dress, and household objects as sites where beauty and fitness should align. By teaching readers to discern variety without excess, the book equips a commercial society to navigate temptation and choose forms that genuinely please.

The prestige of natural philosophy encouraged empirical habits of mind that shaped aesthetic inquiry. Newtonian science, popularized in public lectures and print, modeled explanation through observation, experiment, and clear demonstration. Hogarth adopts similar procedures. He compares forms, isolates variables like curvature and proportion, and treats viewer response as data rather than dogma. His line of beauty is not a mystical symbol but a perceptual tool for analyzing movement and form. Analysis of Beauty thus participates in an Enlightenment project: to render taste accountable to experience, communicable to learners, and testable against the evidence of eyes and hands.

Institutional change soon followed. The Society of Artists of Great Britain began exhibiting in the early 1760s, and the Royal Academy of Arts was founded in 1768, four years after Hogarth’s death in 1764. These bodies formalized instruction and conferred status through hierarchy and history painting. Hogarth’s position was earlier and more insurgent, advocating a native school grounded in practice and public engagement. Analysis of Beauty, arriving before academies set curricula, offered an independent curriculum of its own, resisting narrow classicism while encouraging disciplined study. Its timing captures a transitional moment between artisanal networks and state-supported academies.

Contemporary reception was lively and contested. Admirers valued the clarity of the plates and the emphasis on observation; detractors mocked the ambition of a satirist to legislate beauty. Caricatures and pamphlets riffed on the serpentine line, while artists and teachers debated its status as principle or mnemonic. Hogarth had already signaled his thesis in a 1745 self-portrait with his pug, Trump, and a painter’s palette inscribed with the waving line. The treatise explained that emblem in detail, grounding it in principles and examples. Whether praised or parodied, the book forced public reckoning with how beauty might be reasoned about.

Placed against this background, Analysis of Beauty is both manifesto and mirror. It reflects a metropolitan society where law recognized artistic property, commerce spread images, and citizens argued in prints and coffeehouses about virtue and taste. It critiques imported orthodoxies while appropriating Enlightenment methods to democratize aesthetic knowledge. By relating grace to movement, proportion to use, and ornament to social conduct, Hogarth binds form to the pressures of his age: trade, spectacle, reform, and nationhood. The book stands as a candid statement that beauty is not a mystery of rank but a discipline of looking, making, and judging in public.
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    William Hogarth was an English painter, printmaker, and satirist active in the first half of the eighteenth century, a period often labeled the Georgian era. He became renowned for serial “modern moral subjects” that dramatized urban life with wit, pathos, and acute social observation. By combining narrative painting with engraved prints, Hogarth reached a broad public and helped define a distinctly British visual culture. His work bridged fine art, popular entertainment, and civic debate, and he wrote an influential treatise on aesthetics. Today he is widely regarded as a foundational figure in British art and a progenitor of graphic satire and sequential storytelling.

Hogarth trained first as an engraver, apprenticed to the London silversmith-engraver Ellis Gamble, where he learned the precision and craft that later informed his prints. He also studied drawing at an academy associated with Sir James Thornhill, a leading history painter, which introduced him to ambitious pictorial composition. Hogarth’s early outlook was shaped by London’s theatres, print shops, and coffeehouse culture, as well as by Dutch and Flemish genre painting, whose moral narratives and everyday subjects resonated with him. Association with Thornhill’s circle strengthened his professional network and ambitions, encouraging a path that blended commercial engraving with painterly invention.

In the 1720s Hogarth established himself with commercial engraving, producing shop cards, book illustrations, and topical satires. Early prints such as the Emblematical Print on the South Sea Scheme and Masquerades and Operas signaled his flair for dissecting contemporary folly. His breakthrough came with A Harlot’s Progress, issued by subscription in the early 1730s. The series’ vivid scenes of rise and fall demonstrated a new kind of urban drama and consolidated his reputation. Its success as prints revealed the power of serial imagery to reach audiences beyond patrons’ drawing rooms, a strategy Hogarth would pursue by painting cycles and supervising their translation into engravings.

Hogarth refined this approach in A Rake’s Progress and Marriage A-la-Mode, among his most celebrated cycles. He adapted devices from theatre—staging, gesture, and emblematic props—to construct narratives that readers could “read” scene by scene. Other projects, including Four Times of the Day and Industry and Idleness, further showcased his command of crowd detail, signage, and spatial storytelling. By issuing prints after his paintings, he created a hybrid market that served both connoisseurs and a wider public. Critics noted the sharpness of his observation and the moral clarity of his plots, even when the subjects were unsettling or darkly comic.

Hogarth’s art engaged directly with public issues. Beer Street and Gin Lane addressed the mid-century gin crisis, contrasting civic vitality with degradation. The Four Stages of Cruelty condemned violence toward animals and its brutalizing effects. His Election series dissected corruption in parliamentary contests. These works circulated widely and became part of broader reform discourses. Reception was mixed: admirers praised their frankness and civic purpose, while detractors objected to perceived coarseness. Either way, the prints demonstrated how images could intervene in debates typically dominated by pamphlets and sermons, extending the reach of satire and moral critique through accessible, memorable scenes.

Beyond satire, Hogarth advocated for artists’ rights and advanced artistic theory. He campaigned for and benefited from the Engravers’ Copyright Act of 1735, a landmark in protecting printmakers from piracy. His treatise The Analysis of Beauty (1753) argued for the “line of beauty,” a serpentine curve he associated with vitality and grace. Institutionally, he supported artist-led training at the St Martin’s Lane Academy and helped foster public exhibition culture through involvement with the Foundling Hospital’s art display. His range included portraiture and history painting, with notable works such as Captain Coram, The Graham Children, Self-Portrait with Pug, and murals for St Bartholomew’s Hospital.

In his later years Hogarth continued to address politics and society in works such as the Election series and The Times, while producing portraits and revisions of earlier plates. Health challenges emerged in the 1760s, and he died in 1764, with burial at Chiswick. His legacy endures in British caricature and satirical print culture, influencing artists like Thomas Rowlandson, James Gillray, and George Cruikshank, and shaping later narrative realism. Museums and scholars continue to revisit his blend of humor, moral inquiry, and urban detail, recognizing his pivotal role in establishing a national school of painting and a lasting model for visual storytelling.
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PREFACE.

If a preface was ever necessary, it may very likely be thought so to the following work; the title of which (in the proposals publish'd some time since) hath much amused, and raised the expectation of the curious, though not without a mixture of doubt, that its purport could ever be satisfactorily answered. For though beauty is seen and confessed by all[1q], yet, from the many fruitless attempts to account for the cause of its being so, enquiries on this head have almost been given up; and the subject generally thought to be a matter of too high and too delicate a nature to admit of any true or intelligible discussion. Something therefore introductory ought to be said at the presenting a work with a face so entirely new; especially as it will naturally encounter with, and perhaps may overthrow, several long received and thorough establish'd opinions: and since controversies may arise how far, and after what manner this subject hath hitherto been consider'd and treated, it will also be proper to lay before the reader, what may be gathered concerning it, from the works of the ancient and modern writers and painters.

It is no wonder this subject should have so long been thought inexplicable, since the nature of many parts of it cannot possibly come within the reach of mere men of letters; otherwise those ingenious gentlemen who have lately published treatises upon it (and who have written much more learnedly than can be expected from one who never took up the pen before) would not so soon have been bewilder'd in their accounts of it, and obliged so suddenly to turn into the broad, and more beaten path of moral beauty; in order to extricate themselves out of the difficulties they seem to have met with in this: and withal forced for the same reasons to amuse their readers with amazing (but often misapplied) encomiums on deceased painters and their performances; wherein they are continually discoursing of effects instead of developing causes; and after many prettinesses, in very pleasing language, do fairly set you down just where they first took you up; honestly confessing that as to grace, the main point in question, they do not even pretend to know any thing of the matter. And indeed how should they? when it actually requires a practical knowledge of the whole art of painting (sculpture alone not being sufficient) and that too to some degree of eminence, in order to enable any one to pursue the chain of this enquiry through all its parts: which I hope will be made to appear in the following work.

It will then naturally be asked, why the best painters within these two centuries, who by their works appear to have excelled in grace and beauty, should have been so silent in an affair of such seeming importance to the imitative arts and their own honour? to which I answer, that it is probable, they arrived at that excellence in their works, by the mere dint of imitating with great exactness the beauties of nature, and by often copying and retaining strong ideas of graceful antique statues; which might sufficiently serve their purposes as painters, without their troubling themselves with a farther enquiry into the particular causes of the effects before them. It is not indeed a little strange, that the great Leonardo da Vinci (amongst the many philosophical precepts which he hath at random laid down in his treatise on painting) should not have given the least hint of any thing tending to a system of this kind; especially, as he was cotemporary with Michael Angelo, who is said to have discover'd a certain principle in the trunk only of an antique statue, (well known from this circumstance by the name of Michael Angelo's Torso[1], or Back, fig. 54 p. I) which principle gave his works a grandeur of gusto equal to the best antiques. Relative to which tradition, Lomazzo who wrote about painting at the same time, hath this remarkable passage, vol. I. book I.

[image: 54]

"And because in this place there falleth out a certaine precept of Michael Angelo much for our purpose, I wil not conceale it, leaving the farther interpretation and vnderstanding thereof to the iudicious reader. It is reported then that Michael Angelo vpon a time gaue this observation to the Painter Marcus de Sciena his scholler; that he should alwaies make a figure Pyramidall, Serpentlike, and multiplied by one two and three. In which precept (in mine opinion) the whole mysterie of the arte consisteth. For the greatest grace and life that a picture can haue, is, that it expresse Motion[3q]: which the Painters call the spirite of a picture: Nowe there is no forme so fitte to expresse this motion, as that of the flame of fire, which according to Aristotle and the other Philosophers, is an elemente most actiue of all others: because the forme of the flame thereof is most apt for motion: for it hath a Conus or sharpe pointe wherewith it seemeth to divide the aire, that so it may ascende to his proper sphere. So that a picture having this forme will bee most beautifull."[1]


[1] See Haydock's translation printed at Oxford, 1598.



Many writers since Lomazzo have in the same words recommended the observing this rule also; without comprehending the meaning of it: for unless it were known systematically, the whole business of grace could not be understood.

Du Fresnoy, in his art of painting, says "large flowing, gliding outlines which are in waves, give not only a grace to the part, but to the whole body; as we see in the Antinous, and in many other of the antique figures: a fine figure and its parts ought always to have a serpent-like and flaming form: naturally those sort of lines have I know not what of life and seeming motion in them, which very much resembles the activity of the flame and of the serpent." Now if he had
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