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8 Narratives of the Female Body: The Greek Slave

Joy S. Kasson

No nineteenth-century artwork tells us more about the cultural construction of
gender than Hiram Powers’s The Greek Slave of 1844 (fig. 8.1). This life-sized
standing nude woman whose hands are chained in front of her both displayed
the beauty of the female body and, thanks to a cluster of narrative details, in-
vited spectators to tell themselves a complex and disquieting story. The chain
suggested violence and degradation, but the woman’s expression was pensive
and tranquil. These seeming contradictions spoke to some of the most funda-
mental concerns of its viewers, who responded to The Greek Slave with an out-
pouring of words—poetry, reviews, letters, and diary entries—that outline
some of the deep conflicts within nineteenth-century culture.!

The Greek Slave reached an unprecedented audience. Over the course of
fifteen years, Powers produced six full-length versions of the statue, numerous
three-quarter-sized replicas, and scores of busts, many of which found their way
into American homes and art collections.? Thousands of viewers saw the work
when it was displayed at the Crystal Palace Exhibition in London in 1851; a
decade later, the plaster model could still be seen by visitors to Powers’s studio
in Florence. Traveling exhibitions brought the sculpture to more than a dozen
American cities, where it was viewed by more than a hundred thousand people.
With great fanfare, the Cosmopolitan Art Association offered a full-length ver-
sion of the sculpture in a raffle for subscribers and then bought it back again at
an auction attended by five thousand spectators.® In the middle years of the
nineteenth century, no American artwork was better known.




Figure 8.1 Hiram Powers, The Greek Slave, 1851, alter an origin

657

al of 1844, Marble,

inches. Yale University Art Gallery, Olive Louise Dann Fund.
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By the end of the century, The Greek Slave had become synonymouns with re-
sl)ﬁclill)ll'. even staid, taste. Henry James, remembering its popularity in small
and inexpensive reproductions, wryly described it as “so undressed, yet so re-
fined, even so pensive, in sugar-white alabaster, exposed under little domed
glass covers in such American homes as could bring themselves to think such
things right.”* Yet Jamess oxymorons—undressed yet refined, exposed vet pro-
tected under glass—suggest some of the ambivalence with which this sculpture
was received. A nude woman in chains represented an explosive subject, shock-
ing. titillating, potentially even pornographic, and the explanations by which
powers and his supporters sought to shape his viewers’ response to the sculpture
help us trace outlines of an ideology of gender as it came under pressure in
nineteenth-century America. The problem of how to understand The Greek
Slave was in some sense the problem of how to understand woman, in her com-
plex spiritual and sensual nature. In their comments on this seulpture and the
narratives they constructed to explain the enormous appeal it exercised upon
them, Powers and his contemporaries sketched their sense of the symbolic sig-
pificance of the female body. And since, as Mary Douglas has pointed out. im-
ages of the human body often reveal shared assumptions about the body politic,
acareful examination of the reception of The Greek Slave also offets some insights
into the complexities of a changing culture in nineteenth-century America.’

Powers’s own views on the meaning of his celebrated statue are well docu-
mented. An entertaining talker and inveterate explainer, he offered detailed
comments in letters and interviews on the genesis of the statue and the way it
should be read. From the beginning, the construction and interpretation of a
narrative was central in the artist’s thinking about his sculpture.

When he began work on The Greek Slave, Powers was still a newcomer to the
art world, hoping to move from notoriety as an adept portrait maker to success
as a sculptor of ideal subjects. His first venture into the realm of the ideal re-
vealed both the rewards and pitfalls of his aspirations toward a “higher” form of
art. Eve Tempted (1842) received praise from the distinguished Danish sculptor
Bertel Thorwaldsen and was much admired by visitors to Powers’s studio in
Florence.® But a prospective buyer later canceled his order, accused by his own
brother of “indiscretion” in secking to bring a nude sculpture home to “a quiet,
old fashioned. utilitarian place” like Albany. New York.” The implications of this
experience were clear: to succeed with an American audience unaccustomed to
nudity in art, Powers would have to find a way to fit his conception of the ideal
to an “old fashioned, utilitarian” frame of reference.

In Eve, Powers depicted a biblical figure whose nudity had an obvious sanc-
tion in an authoritative and morally irreproachable text, but the subject still
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Figure 8.2 Hiram Powers,
Eve Tempted, 1842. Marble,
687 inches. National Mu-
seum of American Art,
Smithsonian Institution,
museum purchase in mem-
ory of Ralph Cross Johnson.

defining a morally and socially acceptable framework for the consideration of
the explosive subject of a woman’s body and woman’s nature. .
In The Greek Slave, Powers presented an attractive female subject that
\\.’ould .simnlmu--nusl_\ invite and repel erotic associations. His (‘;lrlieﬂtJ(l(;\'('rihi
tion of the statue, in a letter to his benefactor, John Preston, r«-méniﬂ%l ll‘n:
ll.t‘(‘(l to balance a powerful appeal to the senses with an equally st r(;n v ‘ rotec-
tion against charges of immorality. Perhaps thinking of the c«)ut'r()\'ers'\%'i[:nm:|
h'v'th('v- unembarrassed nudity of his Eve, Powers defended The (er'.k: ;'[(IL‘ I ('
pointing out the greater modesty of its pose. Although the statue \\im' lAm(l(‘-(l l:.\‘
wrote, ".Iu-r hands [will be] bound and in such a p()xifiuu as to conceal a ()r;i():l
of the figure, thereby rendering the exposure of the nakedness less (\Lp ti
able to onr American fastidionsness. The feet also will be l)()lll';(.l tu". ﬁ" o
a fixture and

tll(' f'nl( e tu > toone s (l ) ’lll(l (l()\,\ wards wi H 3 ASS101 ¢ ]ll()(lf‘\l\ and
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12 Although Powers later changed some of the de

Christian resignation.

this description contains the crucial elements that made The Greek Slave a sue
cess: nudity combined with modesty, constraint, and Christian resignation,
as ready for public exhibition. Powers had refined hi

By the time his statue w:
notion of how its nudity might be made acceptable to its audience. In an in

view published at about the same time The Greek Slave was delivered to its
owner. Powers tried to define the moral uses of nudity in art. “It was not my ol
ject for interest’s sake to set before my countrymen demoralizing subjects
thus get even my bread at the expense of public chastity,” he declared. He
on to insist that “a pure abstract human form tempered with chaste expressj
and attitude” was “calculated to awaken the highest emotions of the soul for thy
pure and beautiful.” He even tried to argue that since the “society of chaste ar
well educated women has a tendency to exalt the mind,” redeeming feminin
influence is not “limited to the face alone,” a suggestion whose humor was w
doubtedly unintentional."

In this same interview, Powers commented on the importance of narrative
rful emotions generated by his nude subjec

the struggle to control the powe
Audiences could best experience the uplifting effects of the pure abstract for

when they had access to a story that encased the nude figure in a protective we

of explanation. |

The slave has been taken from one of the Greek islands by the Turks, in
the time of the Greek Revolution; the history of which is familiar to all,
Her father and mother, and perhaps all her kindred, have been destroyed
by her foes, and she alone preserved as a treasure too valuable to be

thrown away. She is now among barbarian strangers, under the pressure

of a full recollection of the calamitous events which have brought her to
her present state; and she stands exposed to the gaze of the people she
abhors, and awaits her fate with intense anxiety, tempered by the support
of her reliance upon the goodness of God. Gather all these afflictions to-
gether, and add them to the fortitude and resignation of a Christian, and

no room will be left for shame.™

Powers now gave a more elaborate and nuanced narrative, focusing on &
imagined emotions of his subject. In this description, he also instructed hi§
dience on how to view a nude figure. Redirecting the viewer’s gaze from the
male subject’s body to her face, he gave his audience something other than
woman’s nudity on which to focus. His emphasis now fell not on the me
the slave’s pose described in his letter to Preston, but on the narrative det

that expluined her situation.
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Powers knew that his viewers were already prepared to respond emotionall
to a story in which a character very much like themselves was threatened b y
mysterious Other, in this case the “barbarian strangers” who conquered G ree)t 3
the cradle of Western civilization. Observing that the Turks c't)risi'(iere"d- t;:s
Greek woman too valuable to be thrown away, Powers suggested that other
things of value might be in danger of being reduced to the status of a commo(i-
ity and even thrown away in a conflict with another culture. Many nineteenth-
century observers were fascinated by the often unsettling glilnp.«'sc-s of foreign
cultures brought to them through the expanding European colonial em irt;:,‘f‘
When cultural differences suggested that gender identity and sexual )l:act};,'e
might be relative rather than universal, the very basis fu;' Westﬂ:n civ&li'/ati( '
seemed to be at risk. Commentators were thus 'intrigued and disturbed b‘v t]::
institution of the harem, which suggested attitudes toward sexuality and female
identity that were profoundly different from accepted Westemv ide:xs 18 g
Powers knew that his audience would be able to embellish the i;nzl inative
context to explain the nature of the threat faced by the Greek slave. Eil:]erary
()rlenluh‘su: ub()um.led il.l the nineteenth century and included such poetr.v
as Byron's “The Bride of Abdyos” (1513) and Thomas Moore’s “Lalla Rookl
(1817) and such operas as The Caliph of Baghdad, which played in New York i]n
1827, and Mozart's Abduction from the Seraglio.'™ A classic \w;r.k'nf English
pornography. The Lustful Turk (1828), portrayed the sexual znvukoniné ;)ngn-
glish girls captured by a Turkish bey: among the women of his harem is & Greek
girl pining for her homeland." Travel accounts of the seraglio and \v;iﬁn;{s on
sexual .I\ygiene agreed with the pornographers that “Turkey is literally the em-
pire of the senses” and suggested that Turkish women were seduced by huxury

into a world outside morality." | g

The French painter Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres had been paintin
scenes from the Turkish baths since the beginning of the century 'le hagl
worked in Florence in the same studio as sculptor Lorenzo Bartolini. \\‘r]m Iate(r
became Powers's friend.® In 1839, Ingres painted a composition, Odalisc u‘v
with the Slave, that made explicit the luxuriant sexuality that \N(fSt('T;](‘.l"S iLﬂ;({(‘i;
ated with the Turkish harem (fig. 8.3); the acquiescent.' reclining figure su .esAts
aworI‘d in which the female body exists only for man’s pleasure. The pafifting
:oa;y\\;:ltll‘;\ﬂ l;nl(l)v;': ltllll : :‘:::Lel‘:;[:r)r:;:t (l;:);.‘f,;i:l:llg.{ and 'I'ngre? pm(ltx(:ed another
3 s began The Greek Slave, French

&ﬂg}tor James Pradier exhibited an Odalisque wearing a turban and looking
B e uronti s g et g s
B ot ot Bt qem"u]" P ion of images that depicted the harem as

rn sensuality.

————
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Figure 8.3 Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, Odalisque with the Slave, 1540
< 39% inches. Courtesy of the Fogg Art Museum, Harvard

il on canvas, 28%s
University, Cambridge, Mass., bequest of Grenville L. Winthrop

Art, pornography, and much reform literature shared a male perspective;
viewing the harem culturally and sexually as the world of forbidden desire. The
sensuons odalisques of Ingres or Pradier challenged the viewer to define his own
responses, to decide whether he was similar to or different from the “lustful
Turk.” Popular Orientalism allowed Western observers to flirt with their own
sensuality, still keeping it at arm’s length as “foreign” or “exotic.” As Edward Said
has convincingly shown, Westerners have often seen in the Orient a projection
of their own fears and desires.” For women viewers, Orientalism offered &
glimpse of a world of passion and desire that was largely repressed in their owns
environment. In the figure of the odalisque, nineteenth-century women could
contemplate a female sexuality that was doubly foreign, springing from another
culture and coming to them as seen through mens eyes.

In alluding to the Turkish harem, Powers plunged his audience into an allur-
ing and alarming world, a place of enslavement and sensual gratification, a for-
bidden realm in which viewers confronted their own erotic impulses. Yet, as he
suggested in the interview published in 1845, the device of the imaginary Turks
ish captors enabled his audience to participate in the gaze of sensuality and 10
distance themselves from it simultaneously. By objectifying improper viewing

the unseen “barbarian” Turks absolved the audience from ruspnn.\il)i]ily for her
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Pli‘_rln The viewers to whom the sculpture was addressed, the men and women
of the nineteenth-century West, accepted the distinction between themselves
and her captors and agreed to view her in a different way. Thus Powers could in-
vite his andience to look without embarrassment at The Greek Slave, leaving in-
tact the suggestion that the female nude would under other ('irvumsl;uu-(;s be
synonymous with shame.

Powers, furthermore, offered viewers an opportunity to experience powerful
emotions without lm\'ing to ('mm'nlplute a scene of \'i-()lt‘nm- and degradation.
He expected his audience to be able to imagine both a past and a l'uh‘n'e for the
Greek slave far removed from the tranquility and contemplativeness of the pres-
ent moment. Powers did not, like Ingres or Pradier, depict a woman of the
harem. He chose instead a subject that played upon his audience’s assumptions
about the harem without actually portraying it. His Greek slave pauses on the
threshold of a momentous change in her life; her future in the harem is the great
unstated drama that gives the sculpture its poignancy. |

Similarly, viewers could imagine a violent past that brought the Greek slave
to her present plight. Twenty years later. a Czechoslovakian artist would paint a
picture that made explicit the horror and passion at which Powers had only
hinted. Jaroslay Cermik’s Episode in the Massacre of Syria (1861) depicts ;:
woman struggling with two men who are trying to (-;u'r-\' her away (fig. 8.5). Like
the Greek slave, she has been stripped of her clothes. u‘nrl a (.'rus.; lies at her feet;
in this ferocious painting she is surrounded by the corpses of her husband and

child. The painter contrasts the whiteness of her skin with the swarthiness of her

Figure 8.4 James Pradier. Odalisque. 1841
Marble. life size. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Lyon




Figure 8.5 Jurc slav Cer-
mik, Episode in the Mas-
sacre of Syria. Engraving,
Edward Strahan [Earl
Shinn|, The Art Treasures
of America, 3 vols. (Phila-
delphia, 1880), vol. 1, facing
p. 137, ki

captors, who grasp her thighs and bind her arms. By 1879, when the painting
was reproduced in The Art Treasures of America, it had found its way into th
respectable collection of T. A. Havemeyer of New York.2* Whereas Powers [e
it necessary to muffle the drama that gave The Greek Slave its poignancy, [
artists and patrons were willing to confront more directly what one comm

tor called the “hot energy” of the scene.”

Popular response to The Greek Slave indicated how well Powers had judg
audience and its imperatives. Soon after its completion, the first version o
statue was shipped to England, where its owner, Capt. John Grant of Deve
shire, placed it in the showroom of Graves and Company, in Pall Mall. Here E
sculpture attracted much attention, partly because it represented the debuto
pre\'inusly unknown American sculptor.® The early reviews pmiscd the work
“charming” and “sweet.” and noted Powers’s technical accomplishments.#

The event that established The Greek Slave as one of the most celebrate
American art productions, however, was the tour of American cities arrang
Powers in 1847—48. An American patron, James Robb of New Orleans, had
fered to buy a replica of the statue in July 1847. Powers had on hand a copy
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pad executed for an English patron, Lord Ward. and he decided to send it to
America under the management of Miner Kellogg, an American artist Powers
knew in Florence, to earn fame and fortune by public exhibition before it was
delivered to Robb. Eventually, this arrangement cansed many legal complica-
tions and bitter recriminations between Robb, Kellogg, and Powers over who
owned which version of the sculpture and who deserved what portion of the

roceeds of the exhibition.s But the exhibition tour brought the sculptor favor-
able publicity throughout the United States and outlined the terms in which it
would subsequently be discussed.

Miner Kellogg proved to be a shrewd and knowledgeable art publicist who
clearly understood that American audiences would acL-upl a potentially erotic
subject only if it was encased in a suitably moral narrative. Under his gl;itlzlxlc'e,
The Greek Slave attracted favorable reviews, which were promptly gz:fll(‘r(*(l to-
gether into a pamphlet that was distributed to viewers in oucl; <.)f the cities
where the statue was displayed. The pamphlet, published in 1848, included a bi-
ography of Powers by the popular orator and politician Edward Everett, testi-
mony to the sculptor’s technical skill by an Italian artist, A. M. Migliarini, an
excerpt from a travel book, Scenes and Thoughts in Europe, by G. l 1. Calvert,
and miscellaneous poems and reviews from English and Ameritan journals.>
With such a guidebook, viewers in cities across the United States were soon ad-
miring The Greek Slave as an exemplar of beauty and morality. Perhaps because
of its successful American tour, The Greek Slave was given a place of honor in
the American section of the Crystal Palace Exhibition in London in 1851,
thereby establishing its standing in the international art world.

The most important single item in the 1848 pamphlet was an enthusiastic re-
view by an influential clergyman. which Kellogg reprinted in full. The Reverend
Orville Dewey, a Unitarian minister and associate of William Ellery Channing,
had preached in Boston, New Bedford, and New York and was well known I"(L)r
the warmth and vigor of his oratory. “Palpitating with emotion,” preaching with
“fervid and tender appeal,” Dewey himsell seemed to understand the value of
dramatic expressivity in the service of spiritual ends.’ He was the ideal
spokesman for the idea already formulated by Powers that art, properly seen,
could arouse viewers to a higher state of moral consciousness.* In an article en-
titled “Powers” Statues” in the Union Magazine of Literature and Art, Dewey
compared Eve and The Greek Slave to the standard examples of excellence in
ancient sculpture, the Apollo Belvedere and the Venus de Medici, and pro-
nounced Powers’s superior. “There is no sentiment in the Venus, but modesty.
She is not in a situation to express any sentiment, or any other sentiment. Sl;e
has neither done anything nor is going to do anything, nor is she in a situation, to
awaken any moral emotion. . . . There ought to be some reason for exposure
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besides beauty.” Insisting that Powers's sculpture expressed more than “the
beauty of mere form, of the moulding of limbs and muscles.” the clergyman ex.
plained that the sensuous appeal of the statue was justified by its higher mo
purpose.

Dewey particularly emphasized the centrality of narrative to the interpretas
tion of art. The story, he insisted, was more important than the appearance of
the sculpture itself. Indeed, Dewey suggested that the “sentiment” evoked by
the sculpture could change the very way the viewer looked at it. In looking gt
The Greek Slave, Dewey asserted, the receptive viewer—the Christian, h
might have added, rather than the “barbarian”—ceased to see a nude sculptu
at all. “The Greek Slave is clothed all over with sentiment; sheltered, protect
by it from every profane eye. Brocade, cloth of gold, could not be a more com
plete protection than the vesture of holiness in which she stands.” Whereg
Powers had suggested that the viewer's gaze could avoid the subject’s body an
focus on her face, Dewey went one step farther, suggesting that the viewer co e
see The Greek Slave without seeing her body at all. The artist is able “to mak
the spiritual reign over the corporeal; to sink form in ideality; in this parti
case, to make the appeal to the soul entirely control the appeal to sense.”*

Despite such disclaimers, however, many other commentators revealed th
statue’s powerful appeal to their senses. Male viewers often wrote what amounte
to love poetry when reflecting on The Greek Slave. “Why hauntest thou m:
dreams,” asked one poet, describing the “maiden shape” and “lustrous broy
finding her “Severe in vestal grace, yet warm / And flexile with the delicate gle
of youth.”* Another writer sidestepped the captivity theme to imagine: 1
marble maiden coming to life in the presence of true love:

Ah, then I know should gush the woman’s tears!

The marble eyelids lift—the pale lips should

Quick pant, as Love his flashing pinion bent.*

By removing the chain and imagining a welcomed lover, this poet allowed hi
self to experience the feelings of desire that other commentators had assoet at
with the “barbarian” masters of the harem.

Female viewers could also participate in a pleasurable recasting of the nan
tive. One woman remarked that she could now for the first time understand|
story of Pygmalion. "I could imagine the devotion with which the statue
gazed upon day after day . . . until he grew mad with love from the creatior
his own genius!”® This comment legitimated the emotions of love and de
that the male viewer might be expected to feel. At the same time, interestin
it suggested a corresponding response by the woman who is the focus of de
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viewing the “rosy tinge Hushing the pure marble,” the result of the light reflect-
ing off the crimson drapery that surrounded it, the writer of the paragraph
found herself responding with the same emotions she attributed to the érezk
slave: “T could have wept with a perfect agony of tears.” Presumably the 'lW’lll‘(-
ening Galatea felt some such emotion upon coming to life in Pyglnali;)ll's e.utm; "
The Greek Slave thus served viewers as a focus for their intensely ;1||;bival;=;1t
interest in the human body and female sexuality in particular. As Peter Gay has
argued. nineteenth-century reticence about sexuality does not mean that se;xlxal-
ity was not an important force in people’s lives, “It is a mistake to think‘ that
nineteenth-century bourgeois did not know what they did not discuss. did not
practice what they did not confess, did not enjoy what t'hey did not pllbli'#]l "3 In
The Education of the Senses, volume 1 of The é(mrgeuis Experience Vi;rt(;ria to
Freud, Gay traces a history of sexual expressiveness in European an'd American
bourgeois culture, argning that works of nude sculpture like The Greek Slave
played an important role in providing morally sanctioned erotic pleasure
Other modern critics have commented on the importance of The. Greek
Slave as a focus for sexual fantasy among its viewers, male and female. Like t‘l;e
popular literature that could be read in gift books and annuals and in the ..Oll!'-
nals that reviewed The Greek Slave, the narrative suggested by the statuf:‘ of-
fered viewers an opportunity to identify with the desired-love-object-a.s-victim
as well as with her pursuer.! Suzanne Kappeler has argued that pornography i;
defined by co.nvent'ions of representation in which the author and the s'pecta'tor
share an illusion of power over the victim.*2 Without suggesting that The Greek
?latae was actually pornographic, we may speculate that the sulije.ct of a woman
in bondage provided a similar kind of excitement for male spectators. Women
spectators may have responded to the sculpture as a fantasy of domination. In
fact, E. Anna Lewis reported sinking into a trance for ﬁ\;e hours, and Clara
Cushman declared that the sculpture put her into “a train of dreamy delicious
revery, in which hours might have passed unnoticed.”* Both these ()l)server;
reported an experience that paralleled that of the slave herself: an emoéional
captivity, which they experienced as satisfying and pleasurable. |
Furthermore, The Greek Slave provided, in an environment of self-conscions
respectability, some of the same stimulation as the illicit forms «)l'elltertaixlnlen;
that were beginning to develop in American cities in the 1840s: dance halls with
scantily clad or naked performers, restaurants that hung paintings of nude
Women on their walls, and the “model artist” shows, where naked women en;
gaged in tableaux vivants illustrating scenes from history, literature orl even
the Bible.* One writer reported in 1850 that he had visited an estal;lishment
called “Walhalla,” where he saw a “brawny female” impersonating Venus, Psyche,

the biblical Croc. . .
biblical Susannah surprised by the Elders, and the Greek slave.* Even as
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pornography reached toward high culture for a veneer of respectability. a work
like The Greek Slave that claimed for itself a high moral ground nonetheless
provided audiences with a vehicle for the expr(-ssinn—nnd the repression—aof
deeply felt desires.
That desire was an important component of The Greek Slave’s appeal is sug
gested by one of Powers’s most persmml reminiscences. After hearing that hy
statue had been exhibited in Woodstock, Vermont, his birthplace, Powers
to a cousin, Thomas Powers, about an “oft-repeated dream” he used to
when he lived there as a child. “1 used to see in my sleep . . . a white, fe
figure across the river. just below your father’s house. It stood upon a pillar
pedestal: was . .. tomy eyes very beautiful, but the water was between me ang
it. too deep to ford. and T had a strong desire to see it nearer. but was always pre
vented by the river, which was always high.”# In this account of his childh ‘
dream, Powers explicated his own conflicts of desire and repression. Drawn
the beautiful white figure (he does not allow himsell to say whether it
clothed or naked), but prevented from reaching it by a deep and dangeron
river. Powers was left with a sense of longing so profound that he rememb
it some thirty vears later. Female beauty seemed infinitely desirable but hope
lessly unattainable, and the effort to face it directly would take him into water
“too deep to ford.” metaphorically as well as literally.
Exhibitors seemed to recognize at least tacitly the erotic potential of he
statue, for it was sometimes displayed with special viewing times for women an
children.”” But most commentators took special pains to deny the sculpture
sensual appeal. Hence the importance of the words chaste and chastity inp
ems about and descriptions of The Greek Slave. “O chastity of Art!” proclaime
the writer of the prize ode to Powers's Greek Slave, winner of a contest in t
New York Evening Mirror. “Beneath her soul’s immeasurable woe, / All
ous vision lies subdued.” The writer goes o1t to celebrate “Her pure tho
clustering around her form. / Like seraph garments, whiter than the snow
Dewey's insistence that the nude sculpture was clothed in morality was ec
by numerous other commentators. “Unclothed. yet clothed upon.” began
poem by Unitarian minister James Freeman Clarke: he continued, “. -
<tands not bare— / Another robe, of purity, is there.”™ This insistence tha
nude sculpture is really clothed, and that a woman who is about to be sext
violated is chaste, seems paradoxical, to say the least. A Freudian critic might s
in this insistence on purity a repressed eroticisin, with the viewers denying the
own sense of the danger and appeal of the nude as a physical force by focus

-

on the opposite qualities of spiriluulity and ideality. |
Many observers followed the lead of Powers and Dewey by insisting thé
Greek slave’s spirituality was essential to her appeal. Although an occasional
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wished she showed more anger and defiance (like the subject of Cermdks later
puintingk most observers praised her for her lr-.mquilit\'.un(l found it appeai-
ing.* Art critic and poet Henry Tuckerman described the Greek slave as almost
s“perhunmn in her transcendence of her painful situation:

Do no human pulses quiver in those wrists that bear the gyves
with a noble, sweet endurance, such as moulds heroic li\'-(-s?

Hall unconscious of thy bondage, on the wings of Fate elate
Thou art gifted with being high above thy seeming fate!

Words of triumph, not of wailing, for the cheer of Hope is thine
And. immortal in thy beauty, sorrow grows with thee divine.”!

Tuckerman’s poem stresses the subject’s aloofness, her isolation in a spiritual
gtate that puts her beyond the reach of her worldly woes. In this narrative, as in
some of the others that reveal the writer’s uttmcti(m to the female subject, the
subject’s remoteness and self-possession are seen as part of her appeal. In this
sense she seems to embody the aspect of female sexuality that Freud described
in his essay “On Narcissism: An Introduction™ "\\’tnnvn..csp(“ciullv if they grow
up with good looks. develop a certain self-containment which'cnmp(:ns:ltv'i
them for the social restrictions that are imposed on them in their choice of nl)‘-
ject. Strictly speaking, it is only themselves that such women love with an inten-
sity comparable to that of the man’s love for them. . . . Such women have the
greatest fascination for men . . . for it seems very evident that another person’s
parcissism has a great attraction for those who have renounced part of their own
narcissism and are in search of object-love.” Freud suggested that female self-
containment might originate as a response to social restrictions; the Greek slave
in her dire extremity certainly could be seen as symbolizing the restraints placed
on all women in society. If female narcissism was especially attractive to men
who had renounced a measure of their own narcissistic illlp{llses, as Freud sug-
gested, then The Greek Slave might have been expected to speak particularly
strongly to the bustling culture of nineteenth-century America which, a numt‘l:-

ous commentators lamented, allowed so little time for aesthetic cultivation or
reflection.™

In their ambivalent attitude toward the female body—as beautiful but dan-
gerous, to be admired but not to be seen—Powers and his supporters reflected
the complex and contradictory attitudes toward human sexuality that charac-
terized antebellum America. As Stephen Nissenbam has ])()i!ltt:(l out, Ameri-
can ansiety about the integrity of the body, and in particular about the dangers
of sexuality, sprang into full force in the decade of the 1830s.% Medical litera-

tur s game i 5 '
e of the same period stressed female vulnerability, woman's delicate nervous
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system, and the way in which modern life posed a threat to her role as wife ang Figure 8.6/ Hisim Powers
The Greek Slave. Engray- .
ing. Art Journal 12 (1850):

facing p. 56.

mother.>

The Greek Slave addressed this anxiety about the body and sense of femal
vulnerability. Literally imperiled by a dangerous sexuality, the female sub _
represents woman's body at risk. The first published engraving of the sculp ";’
made it seem leaner, less robust, and more conventionally pretty than it was, al
of which suggested that the engraver responded to a sense of the subject’s vul
nerability and portrayed her more like a pale and wan heroine than a Venus- ik
figure (fig. 8.6).% By the 1830s, as Nancy Cott has suggested. the doctrine of fe
male passionlessness had begun to gain widespread popularity, giving won
moral authority at the cost of repression of their sexuality.’” Of course, sexualit
did carry risks for nineteenth-century women, ranging from death in childbi th
to venereal disease.’ The figure of The Greek Slave, chained and acquiescent
the face of imminent sexual violation, served as an epitome of female sex
as many understood it at the time: resigned, aloof, passionless. and endangere

The slave has also been deprived of her ability to serve as a wife and mothe
Several of the written narratives focused on this aspect of the story: torn frol
her family and her home, the Greek slave represented the fragility of woman
domestic life, as well as of her physical integrity. One writer, E. Anna Lewis
ported the train of thoughts that rushed through her mind as she gazed at th
statue: “The history of her fallen country. her Greek home, her Greek frien
her capture, her exposure in the public market place; the freezing of every dre
of her young blood beneath the libidinous gaze of shameless traffickers
beauty; the breaking up of the deep waters of her heart: then, their calm settlis
down over its hopeless ruins.”® Similarly, some of the poetry inspired by T
Greek Slave stressed her separation from home and family. According to on
poet, her

... expressive, drooping,

Tender, melancholy eyes, are vainly
Looking for that far-off one, she fondly
Loves in her deep sorrow, and her weary
Heart is throbbing, with dear memories of
Her distant, happy cottage-home in Greece.

Alas! The spoiler came, and ruthless, tore |
The lily from its pearly stem, to bloom

In base Constantinople’s foul Bazaar!®

C() d 4 = A 3 y .
nstruction of a sentimentalized, domestic past placed the Greek slave
re securelv i . 3 ¢ B : I
u,mo' securely in the realm of respectability, but it also reminded viewers of
eir own fears of ic disarrav. If i :
1 fears of domestic disarray. If, as Nissenbaum has argued, heightened

Here the language of ravishment is applied to the removal of the young wor inxiety about illness and sexuality correspond to enormous changes in th

p . : . . 5 o0 CA . S Che S € every-

from her home, and the reader’s emotions are carefully focused on past dom day life of most Americans—the shift from a household economy to a1 k' t
’ s y to a marke

ticity rather than future sexual exploitation. feonomy and the creation of a woman’s sphere apart from the world of work
! P ' work—
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the image of a slave’s disrupted domestic idyll might have r‘esunatvd .with i
concerns of its audience as much as the suggestion that she faced physical dan
ger. The note of nostalgia and regret for a lost past, barely suggested by Po
himself, appears so frequently in popular responses to the sculpture as to
gest that Powers had tapped a deeper vein than he knew. - |
Many of the narratives about The Greek Slave comment specifically on
fact that she is about to be sold in the slave market. One art historian has arguey
that the sculpture evoked the issue of American slavery and reflected Powers
abolitionist views.®! The connection was evident to some observers: when h
Greek Slave was displayed at the Crystal Palace Exhibition in 1851, th'e B
magazine Punch published an engraving showing a black woman ch:unefl 0
pedestal, with the caption “The Virginian Slave. Intended as a companion
Power's ‘Greek Slave™™ (fig. 8.7).% However, The Greek Slave was as popular;
New Orleans. home of one of its purchasers, as in Boston, and much of its
ence was apparently oblivious to the ironies of driving past American sk
marts to shed tears over the fate of the white marble captive. Just as the sculy
ture might be said to have displaced its viewers’ sexnal anxieties, so it displace

their anxieties about slavery as well.

Figure 8.7 “The Virginian Slave. Intended as
companion to Power’s ‘Greek Slave.”” Eng
ing. Punch 20 (1851): 236.

THE VIRGINIAN SLAVE

INTEXTED AN A COMPARTON T0 rowea's “ Gress save”
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An abolitionist framework was apparently far from the minds of New York
pewspaper readers in 1857, when the Cosmopolitan Art Association publicized
its auction of one of the copies of The Greek Slave by humorously suggesting
that the sale recapitulated the plight of the sculpture’s subject. “THE GREEK
SLAVE TO BE SOLD,” proclaimed the headline in the Cosmopolitan Art Jour-
nal, and the article added that the “renowned statue™ was about “to be brought
to the ignominious block.”% Indeed, the journal reprinted a facetions commen-
tary from the New-York Evening Express deploring the sale of “not only a slave,
put & woman: not only a woman but a young and exquisitely beautiful one—
white as driven snow, with a most faultless form and most perfect features. Was
ever such a thing heard of!” Apparently without recognizing that abolitionists
might make the same comments about the quadroon markets of New Orleans,
the jmlrnul frivolously seems to dismiss the idea of a serious antislavery inter-
pretation of the sculpture, but its tone also suggests discomfort with the implied
connection between viewing and possessing. Perhaps when the statue was
treated as a commodity, the nineteenth-century audience sensed a dissolution
of the distinction between themselves and the lustful Turks. “And still more aw-
ful,” continued the article, “for a week before the sale this slave will be exposed,
perfectly nude, in the most public places in the city . . . that all the, rich nabobs
may feast their eyes upon her beauties, and calculate how much she would be
worth to ornament their palatial residences up town.” Sale of the statue. in this
sense, is not so different from sale of the slave, and in both cases viewing is as
much an act of appropriation as owning,

To extend the argument further, the position of The Greek Slave as a market
commodity suggests the contention by Claude Levi-Strauss that women func-
tion in the social structure both as signs and objects of value, as a result of their
role as signifying exchange between men. The viewers' fascination with an im-
age of a woman displayed for gaze and sale may reflect the position of women in
culture generally. subject to observation and commodification. The special un-
derstanding claimed by such female viewers as Clara Cushman may suggest a
broader sense in which the Greek slave. exposed and vulnerable, seemed an ap-
propriate symbol for women in American culture 5

Finally, the recurrent comments on the “mart” in which the Greek slave
stands for sale recall the fears of such critics as Henry Tuckerman and James
Jackson Jarves that the commercial spirit was overwhelming other values in
nineteenth-century American culture. In the Book of the Artists, Tuckerman
lamented the dehumanizing effects of “the hard struggle for pecuniary tri-
tmphs. "5 Art, he suggested in his book, might provide and escape from the im-
personal world of commerce. In his poem on The Greek Slave, Tuckerman had
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characterized her as standing among “a herd of gazers, . . . a noisy mart,” jy
escription of Wall Street.% The rise of commercig)
changes in American life, and the image of a victip

imagery that recalled his d
culture brought about many
sacrificed to commerce struck a responsive chord on many levels.

Much of the energy behind the narratives g(-,\nerated by The Greek Slave, narrg.
tives constructed by the artist, his defenders. viewers, and critics of all sorts,
centered on the subject’s relationship to the exercise of power. On one hand, the
sculpture seemed to depict the epitome of powerlessness: a woman comple el
at the mercy of others, stripped of her clothing, as well as her culture (repre
sented by the locket, the cross, and the Greek liberty cap laid aside with he
clothing on the post beside her). On the other hand, Powers and his supporte)
all insisted that the female subject transcended her suffering to become an
ample of spiritual power.

The chain is the clearest expression of her powerlessness. Although some re
viewers criticized Powers’s use of the chain, arguing that it was historically i
accurate as well as physicully improbable (had her captors unchained her
undress her, then chained her again?), others recognized immediately its syr
bolic importance.” As sculptor John Rogers observed, “Look at Powers Greg
Slave—there is nothing in the world that has made that so popular but
chain. . . . There are plenty of figures as graceful as that and it is only the effee
of the chain that has made it so popular.”™ The chain suggested hopeless co
straint. overwhelming odds. It helped to hide the genitals of the statue eve
while it explained why they were exposed.

Interestingly enough, however, many of those who commented on The
Slave during the height of its popularity saw this enslaved female subject a
symbol of spiritual power. For many observers the narrative became one of
trinmph of faith over adversity. “It represents a heing superior to suffering, a
raised above degradation by inward purity and force of character,” decla
introduction to the pamphlet that accompanied the sculpture on its Ame
tour. “The Greek Slave is an emblem of all trial to which humanity is subje
and may be regarded as a type of resignation, uncompromising virtue, or st
lime patience.”™ For most observers, this spirituality gave the Greek s
measure of superiority over her captors. The readers of these pamphlets a
ently accepted the notion that the apparent powerlessness of this vict
woman could, from another point of view, be seen as a position of spiritu
periority. ascendance, even triumph.

Even the chain, the symbol of her powerlessness, to some commentato
represented her power. “What is the chain to thee, who has the power / Tob
in admiration all who gaze upon thine eloquent brow and matchless form?"

o
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Lydia Sigourney. “We are ourselves thy slaves, most Beautiful!”? For Elizabeth
Barrett Browning, the slave’s moral power had revolutionary implications:

... Appeal, fair stone,

From God’s pure heights of beauty against man’s wrong!
Catch up in thy divine face, not alone -
tast griefs but west, and strike and shame the strong,
By thunders of white silence, overthrown.™ 7

Like Browning, other commentators saw in the sculpture the possibility of a
violent reversal of roles: the strong could be overthrown. Numerous nbs;*rvers'
elaborated upon The Greek Slave’s potential for working a transformation. A rc"-
viewer in the New York Courier and Enquirer reported that the statue’s beauty
“subdues the whole man. . . . Loud talking men are hushed . . . and gronl)s of
women hover together as if to seek protection from their own sex’s beaixtv."l7j' In
this passage the langnage of conquest applied to the slave in the narrative ver-
sion of her situation is directed toward the viewer, who is in turn conquered by
her: the audience is subdued, held; they vield, they are hushed, they seek.pro.-
tection. A poet in the Detroit Advertiser made the ;ulzdogy' explicitly:'

N

In mute idolatry. spell-bound I stood
MYSELF THE SLAVE, of her, the ideal of
The Sculptor’s inspiration! For I felt

[ was indeed a captive.™

In all of these examples, an encounter with the statue deconstructed the very
notions of power and powerlessness, suggesting to its viewers change ()\'(’-‘I:—
throw, and the reversal of roles. The revolutionary implications sen.;ed by
Elizabeth Barrett Browning were not only political but social and suggested the
uneasiness that underlay the delineation of gender in a transforming nineteenth-
century culture.

Visual depictions of the experience of viewing The Greek Slave stressed the
dignity and authority, and by extension the power, of the image. Although only
the size of a small woman (657 inches high), the statue appears to tower over
the figures of the spectators in many engravings such as the one published in
1857 showing The Greek Slave on display in the Dusseldorf Gallery in New York
(fig. 8.8). Spectators stand respectfully around the lurgertllml-lii:e-sized sculp-
ture. Although men elsewhere in the gallery are wearing hats, the men closeI:t
to The Greek Slave have removed theirs. Two groups are conversing quiet].v-‘n
young.girl walking past in the foreground has stopped in her tracks and looks
back, fascinated. The catalogue of the Cosmopolitan Art Association, which spon-
sored the exhibition depicted in this engraving, emphasized the atmosphere of
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Figure 8.8 The Greek ‘
Slave. Engraving. Cosmao-

politan Art Journal 2 (De- ‘
cember 1857): between

pp. 40 and 41,

decorum, even reverence, that surrounded the sculpture. “Its presence is &
magic circle, within whose precincts all are held spell-bound and almost speechs
less.” one review read,™ “It is curious to observe the effect produced upon
tors.” wrote another viewer. “They enter gaily, or with an air of curiosity; they
look at the beauteous figure, and the whole manner undergoes a change. Men
take off their hats, ladies seat themselves silently, and almost unconsciously {
nsually it is minutes before a word is uttered. All conversation is carried on in @
and everybody looks serious on departing.” ™ Such descriptions,

seriptive, informing readers of the attitude and decorum t

s and

hushed tone,
course, were pre
would be expected of them in the art gallery. The descriptions, like the eng
and solemnity of the occasion. Furthermore, the en

ing, stressed the weight
relationship between the women in the audience ané

araving emphasized the
the sculpture. Unlike other depictions of art spectatorship published at ak out
time, this engraving shows women actively looking at the sculpture

the same
ot it to their male companions, who look nol

appearing to explain and interpre
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the sculpture but at them. The sculpture appears larger than life, and its ¢
imity enlivens the women who surround it. | n i)
Although overtly an image of submission and resignation, The Greek Slave
thus suggested to its viewers a suppressed possibility nll' resistance, ()l'()\‘(-rtlllr()\;'
of the empowerment of the powerless. It is for this reason that the scul )tnr(-‘
j"(]gml vapid and bland, static and derivative by the standards of l-\\/('lll“t‘”l-.
century taste, seemed so vivid and moving to it's contemporaries. The Greek
Slave s«fetllt*(l with meanings for nineteenth-century viewers, wh(; articulated
many ol their interpretations in the form of narratives: stories of loss and (‘l'm-
ger, faith and triumph. The narratives told the story of the female I)(I)Itl\‘ as tl;t'ir
quthors understood it—vulnerable, dangerous, zm.d endangered, re );'(-s‘;-ntin"
beauty and shame, attractive in its self-absorption but llnreuu-"ning'tn (l)\'er\\'heh:
the viewer. By extension, they told the story of the body politic, which was
undergoing transition to a commercial culture amid (-nnten;pluti(m uf'lmsettlil: .'
changes in gender roles and family life. The contradictory meanings «*n;lm(liva
in The Greek Slave—eroticism indulged and denied, pu.;'sinn undl i)zlssi(ml(-ss“
ness, power and powerlessness—were the meanings with which its view(.'.rq
themselves struggled in a rapidly transforming cullur.v. i |
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