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by

Eyes Right

Cincinnati, OH – I doubt that many readers have heard of Lawrence Alma-Tadema.  I was certainly not familiar with the name, or his claim to fame.  But, during a recent visit here to the Cincinnati Art Museum, I became an enthusiastic admirer of his work.  
The cause for my fascination was his 1892 painting, Comparison.  It depicts two Victorian women looking at what appears to be a large book containing paintings, while both are reclining on an upholstered bench in a parlor.  The woman on the left, a red head, is holding the book and has her bare feet curled underneath her.  The woman on the right, a blonde, is wearing what appears to be a sheer, obviously expensive, dress (or nightgown) with her left outstretched on an open book sitting on a marble tabletop and her right hand holding another book in a vertical position on the chair.   The marble slab sits on top of two statues of white marble eagles.  Lace shoes (apparently those belonging to the woman on the left) are lying in a heap on the marble floor in the foreground.  
What made this painting so remarkable to me was the fine detail.  I stood in front of this work for nearly 20 minutes admiring each area depicted in the scene.  Upon closer examination, I noticed that the women were using the natural light provided by windows behind them to view the books (presumably containing paintings) – hence the title, Comparison.  Even less obvious is the vase of fresh flowers sitting on a window sill in the far top left corner of the scene.  As I stared at the painting from a closer vantage point, I noticed the incredible detail of the marble top and the folds in each woman’s clothing.  The geometrical lines of the marble rectangles in the floor and at the base of the statues were precise.  My only quarrel with the painting was that the bare, extended left arm of the woman on the right seemed to be too large compared to the rest of her thin body.

Alma-Tadema, I later learned, was something of a rags-to-riches story.  He was born in 1836 in a very modest setting in a small village in the Netherlands.  His father was a notary, and Lourens (his Dutch name) was his 6th child.  Lourens lost his father at age 4, but his mother decided to ensure that he receive training in art along with his other education.  He was diagnosed with consumption at age 15, and essentially was left to fend for himself.  Somehow, he managed to gain admission to the Royal Academy in Antwerp.  He spent four years there, winning several awards and gaining important contacts in the world of art.  He completed his first major work, The Education of the Children of Clovis, in 1861.  This painting reflected Alma-Tadema’s fascination with the times and culture of the Merovingians, a clan that ruled much of France for nearly 300 years from 457 to 752 A.D.  Note that this is longer than the U.S. has been a nation!  [An interesting fact about the Merovingians is that the men all wore their hair long – as opposed to most others living in France at the time]. 
One of distinctive characteristics of Alma-Tadema’s paintings was his ability to depict marble and variegated granite better than anyone of his era.  Because much of his later work involved scenes of Ancient Rome, this was a handy skill.  He took great pride in producing works of exacting detail – even having fresh flowers sent to his home so that he could paint them accurately in each of his works.  I assume that the flowers I saw in Comparison were exact reproductions of those in his studio while he was painting.
As with many families of the 1800’s disease was a constant threat.  Although Alma-Tadema recovered from what was diagnosed as consumption (tuberculosis), his first wife died of smallpox.  In a bout of despondency, he moved to London and found wide acceptance of his work.  He also found the young daughter of a physician whom he married within a year; they had no children themselves, but she raised his children and was a major influence on his later work.  Once he was settled in England, Alma-Tadema became one of the few artists to become wealthy in his lifetime.  His work attained “must-have” status among the British upper-class.  He was granted the status of British “denizenship” (google it!) and was ultimately knighted in 1899 (a very rare honor at the time for a non-British subject).  He traveled the world and even participated in designing the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis.   He died from stomach ulcers at age 76 and was buried with great ceremony in St. Paul’s Cathedral in London.

Following his death, Alma-Tadema’s style of painting fell out of favor.  By the 1950’s you could have bought one of his paintings for under $1000.  That would have been a smart investment; in 2010 his Finding of Moses sold for $36 million! 

Regardless of the monetary value of Alma-Tadema’s works, I am extremely pleased that I had the opportunity to learn about this fellow and his art.  Seeing Comparison remains one of my favorite experiences.  Next time in Cincinnati, plan to see it.

I thought that you might like to know.
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