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LIE title of my talk refers to a number of paintings and prints 

on war, made some two centuries ago, which indude elements that 

do not seem to belong to their subject. These alien figures -

women and infants - form an interesting iconographic theme; but 

more than that, their presence affects the scene in which they find 

themselves; they expand its meaning, and the change defines and 

puts us in touch with issues that in somewhat different guise are 

still with us roday. 
Allow me to outline briefly the context in which these 

images appeared. In the second half of the eighteenth century, the 

Western world was exposed to vast changes, some overt, others at 

first barely perceptible, but all of fundamental importance. They 

ranged from the political organization of society - notably the 

American and French Revolutions - ro the early stages of the indus­

trial revolution and of rapid population growth. One strand in this 
complex of changes was a revolution in war. For a variety of reasons 

- political and social as much as military - war expanded to an 

unheard-of degree: in the duration of campaigns and distances cov­

ered, in the magnitude of goals sought and sometimes attained, and 

in its human costs. The enormaus casualties - in France alone, 

between 1800 and 1815, over 900,000 soldiers were killed or disap­
peared from the rolls - and the devastation of parts of Europe and 

Russia severely damaged society, even if the population explosion 

and industrialization soon healed some of the wounds. 
The arts always respond to broad social and political devel­

opments, but not automatically, and mostly in unexpected ways. 

With war now such a major force in people's Jives, one might 

expect that rhey would give more rhought ro it, and thar this new 
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interest or concern would be rdlected in Iiterature and rhe fine 

arts. Bur this was true only in part. Poetry certainly addressed war 

from every conceivable perspective, from the exaltation of self-sac­

rifice in Theodor Körner's songs of 1813 to the implied pacifism of 
Robert Southey's Battle of Blenheim. Popular novels turned to war 

to recharge rheir tired plots. On rhe other hand, more demanding 

literatme had little to say about war. lt has often been noted that 

Jane Austen's novels scarcely hint at the world war fought just 
across the English channel, and much the same detachment is 

found in Goethe's Wilhelm Meisterand Elective Ajfinities. Apart 

from the short stories and dramas of Heinrich von Kleist, in which 

war is a major tragic presence, the great interpretations of war in 
this epoch - by Stendhal and Vigny, for example - were written 

lang after rhe event. 

!t was different in rhe fine arts. Throughout rhe seven­

teenth century, war in its contemporary form and war as a perma­

nent phenomenon of social existence had been of considerable 

interest to artists and patrons. In the early eighteenth century this 
interest seemed to lessen somewhat. The treatment of war in alle­

gories and in the slowly expanding field of history painting rarely 
showed the vigor and inventiveness of rhe previous period, while 

contemporary war tended to be treated as an undemanding genre 

subjecr or was compressed in srylish vignerres rhat were added to 

enliven the background of portraits of successful military leaders. 

But in rhe 1760s and '70s we see signs of movement in a new 
direction, and with the advent of the French Revolution the 

interest of artists in war and in its changed, contemporary appear­

ance intensified. 

A stimulus was the recognition by new political systems of 
the value of art as a rool for self-definition and self-assertion. The 

paintings that the first French Republic and its successors commis­

sioned often emphasize violence - which is hardly surprising because 

violence was instrumental in creating these regimes. We need only to 

think of the official paintings of Napoleon on campaign, which still 
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define our image of the emperor today. Alread.y at the time, critics 

noted that these works had litde to do with war as it actually is; 

instead they are portraits that exploit a dramatic context to glorify 

rhe great man. Other works, however, now address war in its specific 

realiry, give some arrention to the men who do the actual fighting, 

and try to interpret the tremendous events, the vast military disrup­
tions of the time, which usher in a cenrury-and-a-half of ever gteater 

wars in Europe and elsewhere. War became a central rather rhan a 
marginal subject in the fine ans. 

Among the many themes that tagether give voice to this 

new interest and emphasis is our theme today: rhe presence of 

women and infanrs in batde. I want ro be precise here. Carrying 

off warnen, rhe rape of warnen, is of course an old motif in art, 

usually expressed allegorically, taking place in myrhology or anriq­

uity. More realistic treatmenrs of camp followers and of soldiers 

looting and raping also exisr - well-known seventeenth-century 
examples are etchings on this theme by Jacques Callot. During the 

years we are discussing, dozens of popular prints show soldiers of 

invading armies pursuing local women, or being pursued by them 
- prints often driven by sexual resentment, which caricature and 

condemn the women's interest in rhese conquering srrangers. 

Another common image is that of the soldier parring from his wife 

or sweetheart. Again a sexual note is often apparent: the young vol­

unteer or conscript proves his manhood by going to war, and will 

be rewarded when he returns. The woman functions as a recruiting 

device. Prinrs with this theme were especially popular in the French 

Revolution, and posters still used it widely in the world wars of the 

twentieth century, in this country as weil as in Europe. 

What I want to discuss is quite different: scenes of combat 
or of incidents immediately before or after batde, in which warnen 

and infants appear as major figures. lt is not a very frequent theme, 
bur it does crop up repeatedly. I now turn to several images of this 

kind. All had some critical and commercial success - evidenrly they 

struck a responsive chord in the European psyche. I shall discuss 
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them less as works of art than as documents rhat convey ideas and 

attitudes, and unlike many documents rhe historian uses - which 

are often paraphrased, or quoted in part, or merely referred to -

rhese are out in the open for us to examine rogether. 

The firsr is a painring, The Dead Soldier, by Joseph Wright 

of Derby, a well-known British artist of the second half of the eigh­

teenth cenrury - one of the earliest painters of industrial land­

scapes. The work caused a sensarion. Ir aroused so much inrerest 
that Wright painted several versions, this one in 1789, and rwo 

engravings rhar were made of it sold many thousands of copies. 

They were among the commercially most successful British 

graphics of the 1790s and the first years of the new cenrury.' 

The painring is divided into two parrs by a canvas thrown 
over the branch of a tree. The cloth is meanr to suggest a soldier's 

tenr, but rarher resembles and functions as a curtain or backdrop, 

which adds to the highly theatrical character of the scene. A dead 

soldier lies on the ground before the canvas. Next to him sits a 
young woman; in one arm she holds an infanr to her breasr, with 

the other she has lifted the dead man's right arm and presses his 

wrist agairrst her face, while the child appears to hold two of the sol­
dier's fingers in its small hand. Behind the edge of the cloth a 

cannon is pointed at a batrle in progress in rhe distance, and to 
underline funher the link berween foreground and background, a 

horseman gallops over the space between the gun and the battle. 

The painring makes a Straightforward Statement about 

Iove, lass, and grief. Admittedly, the presence on the battlefield of 

the woman and child is puzzling, but the puzzle is easily solved. 

For the sake of dramatic unity, Wright combines two scenes: the 
man's death, and the woman back in England receiving the bad 

news; and faced wirb rhis theatrical or operatic invention, we have 

no difficulry in suspending our disbelief. Thar rhe painting's dra­

matic play on our sympathy is accompanied by a less overt but suf­
ficiently plain note of morbid sexuality no doubt added to its 

popular appeal. Bur because we are well-informed of rhe artist's 
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Ch(istian Gotrfried Geissler, lncident in Lübeck, 
hand-colored etching, c. 1806/07. 
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inrentions, we can further expand on rhe work's meaning. 
Wright borrowed the idea for the painting from a poem, 

The Country ]ustice, by John Langhorne, which recounts the daily 
life and work of a magistrare in rural England. One secrion discusses 

vagrants and their perry crimes, and the poet begs the magistrare ro 
show leniency to people who are driven by poverry to steal and 
poach. To explain how they carne to be destitute, Langhorne tells 
the story of a woman, whose saldier-busband is killed in one of the 
seemingly endless wars on rhe continenr or in America, and who 

with her infant - "The child of rnisery, baptized in tears" - now 
can look forward only to poverry and crirne. 2 

Sorne engravings of The Dead Soldier were sold with 
Langhorne's lines on the page, and it was widely known that the 
painting inrerpreted the poem, which allows us to incorporate 
Langhorne's ideas into our reading of the work. Wright not only 

shows a casualty of war, and the wornan and child as further 
victims; he generalizes rheir pain by pointing to rhe hurt sociery 

suffers when war turns people into vagranrs and rhieves. The 

tragedy of the dead soldier and of the wornan and child con­
demned to a hopeless existence expands into a comment on rhe 

evil effects of war in general. 
The next picture, an etching by Christian Gottfried 

Geissler, was produced some seventeen or eighteen years after 

Wright's painting. Copies of the print were hand-colored by people 
doing such piece-work according to an instruction sheet prepared 

by the arrist, and sold in !arge nurnbers rhroughout Cenrral Europe 
and Scandinavia. Its ritle, lncident in Lübeck, refers to the capture 

of rhe town by the French in 1806, which provides rhe factual con­
text for an apparently invented incident. When we look at the pho­
tographic reproduction of a graphic work, we rnust of course keep 
in mind that the original may be of a different size - this etching is 
about 8 by 6 '/, inches. Prints were made to be looked at from close 
by, and were designed for engaged viewers, who would search out 
details and decipher the narrative. Here the soldiers' uniforrns are 
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drawn so accurately that most of their units can be identified, and 

the facades of the houses are exactly right for a Lübeck street by the 

harbor or along the river - the mast of a sailing vessel in the left back­

gmund indicates that that is where we are. Evidendy the artist wanted 

to show his fantastic incident in as realistic a setting as possible. 

On the right we see three men of the French 96th infamry 

regiment pushing into the crowd. A fourth has already broken imo 
a house, and is about to drop his loot, wrapped in a sheet, from a 

window to the pavement below. From other windows people are 

firing into the crowd. A French hussar rides imo the smoke that 
envelops the street further back. To his left, a Prussian officer in the 

red uniform trimmed in white of the Blücher hussars has just been 

struck by a bullet. The foreground is occupied by four soldiers -

two standing and two who have fallen with their horses to the cob­

blestones. The bearded man on his knees on the left is bleeding 

from a cut on the temple. His regiment cannot be identified, but 

he does not wear a Prussian uniform. In the center, a French chas­
seur a cheval, his back to the viewer, faces a tall French cavalryman, 

possibly of the Sixth Hussars, who holds a naked infant in his 

hands. On the right, an officer of the Polish Legion in French ser­

vice holds up a cloth bloodied from his wounds on arm and knee, 

which he seems to offer to the hussar as a covering for the infam. 
The child has become separated from its parents, the man and 

woman on the far right, civilians caught up in the violence that has 

suddenly erupted in their peaceful everyday world. For an instam 

the four soldiers in the center are turning away from the mayhem 

to save a new life. 
No doubt, Geissler used the infam to make the scene of 

street fighting more interesting. But that purpose could have been 

achieved in more sensarianal ways. Here, the infant is not a victim, 

shot or trampled underfoot; on the contrary, although absolutely 

vulnerable, the child by its presence has awakened a basic sense of 

humaniry in the soldiers, who imerrupt their bloody work and 

expose themselves to danger for the child's sake. More than that, 
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the German artist specifically shows the child's saviors to be mem­

bers of the French army. His motives may have been political or 

economic, but rhe soldiers' allegiance also underlines the picrure's 

message of universal values that transcend political antagonisms 

and physical violence. In this crisis, the mother and father are help­

less; but the infant - and the religious allusion would have been 

clear- retains the power to guide at least some men to salvarion. 
Our third image, A Chance Encounter, isanother hand-col­

ored etching, produced in 1808 by Johann Baptiste Seele, who had 

already painted several pictures of this theme. 3 The print shows a 
slice of the world of the common soldier - no officer is present -

an episode on a road in an army's rear area. The central figure is a 

mounted trooper of the Austrian Chevaulegers regiment Hesse­
Hornburg No. 2 - agairr the uniforms are drawn with great accu­

racy - who is leading a horse by the reins and has stopped to talk 

wirh a soldier from rhe same regiment, sirring before a makeshifr 
tent by the side of the road. Next to the trooper sits a woman 

cradling an infant. Behind them, under the canvas, we can make 

out the boots and sword of a third soldier, resring on a pile of cut 
grass. At first glance the scene appears to be an idyllic variation of 

Wright's Dead Soldier. Even the rudimentary tentcloth is not 

missing. Closer attention reveals the print to be a morality play in 

three parts, which turns the innocent group of the soldier, his 

wo man, and their child into a prelude of tragedy. 
We do not know whether the horseman is merely chatting 

- whether the title of the print is unambiguous and we really are 
shown a chance meeting - or whether he is transmitring an order 

to the other man, to be carried out perhaps on the horse he is 

leading. Whatever the trooper's reason for being where he is, his 

narrative as weil as compositional function is to link the peaceful 

domestic group on the right with the very different group on the 

left. A wagon has passed the tent, and now disappears down the 
road, into a valley. The wagon, like rhe tent, is laid out with cut 

grass, on which two weary, probably wounded men sit hunched 
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over. One man, a hussar in a blue tunic, has lost the plumes from 

his shacko, only the bare rod remains. Next to them, almost 
hidden in the grass (at the left edge of the picture) lies a third man. 
We see merely his right arm, and the lower half of his face, mouth 
open staring at the sky. A fourth soldier, bandages araund his head 
and neck, walks heavily by the side of the wagon. The four men, 
who are drawn with greater pathos than the other figures, foretell 
the conclusion of the print's narrative- the future of the two splen­

didly appareled troopers and of the third still resring in the tent, 
and also that of the wo man and infam, which is the same as that of 
the woman and infam in Wright's Dead Soldier. A decade larer, 
incidemally, Gericault used the motif of a cart filled with wounded 

for a painting and a Iithograph that are among the most impressive 
of his many works on war. 

The fourth image I want to discuss was painted in 1826 
by Horace Vernet, one of the most prominent of the artists who 
glorified Napoleon and the French military experience. Even in his 
larger canvases of batdes or of apotheoses of great cornmanders, 

Vernet introduced anecdora1 groupings, eirher of rhe principal fig­
ures or of minor characters, which contributed to rhe main mes­

sage. Here the entire painting is a concise narrative. The painting 

reminds us of the ubiquiry of the theme "warnen and children in 
war," which appears in academic art and in works intended for the 

salons of the wealthy as well as in popular prims. Verner called the 
work Incident in the Campaign of 1814, which refers to the Allied 
offensive on Paris in the spring of that year. lt is dominared by a 
young woman, standing over a man who has been shot and who 

has fallen to the ground. A small boy buries his head in the 
woman's lap, his hands cover his ears to block out the noise of 

musket fire. The little group, in a vineyard that has been crushed 
by people running rhrough it, finds irself in the middle of a skir­
mish. On the left, some Russian soldiers and a cossack have set fire 

to a small farmhause and are driving off the farmer's cows. They 
are being shot at from the right by a French dragoon and a few 
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civilians, and one or two of the soldiers are returning their fi.re. 

They must have just hit the man on the ground, whose hunting 

rifle lies next to him - probably he is the farmer himself. 

The woman tries to assist and proteer both the man and 

rhe boy. Unlike rhe warnen in the orher pictures we have seen so 

far, she is more rhan a helpless victim or potential vicrim. The 

pitchfork in her right hand is as much a weapon and symbolizes 

her active rather than passive role as it is a symbol of work, of con­

strucrive effort, which rhe arrist contrasts wirh rhe destrucrion 

around her. I might add that the painting's very specific ritle later 

was generalized and it was called simply War- evidently in 

response to its comprehensiveness. It shows fighting, a casualry, 

material destruction, civilians as victims, and warnen and children 

who are as much a patt of war as men. 

We have looked at four images, painted or drawn between 

the 1780s and 1820s, which take somewhat similar views of the 

wars that were a major phenomenon of the age. They indicate the 

human costs of their subject, more or less explicitly, and use warnen 

and children ro make the argument. Tagether with other works in a 

similar vein rhey constitute an interesring but certainly only a small 
fraction of the many paintings and graphics on war at this time. 

Their small number in relation to the total raises the ques­

tion of their significance. The measure of critical and commercial 

success that they enjoyed in different degrees may suggest rhat rhey 

expressed feelings and reservations found in more than a few 

people. If we are interested in social and cultural atritudes of the 

time, they deserve attention; they belang to a mass of evidence on 

attitudes toward war in Western society that has not yet been thor­

oughly studied. Bur we can say thar ar the beginning of the nine­
teenth century, as in other periods, these attitudes were, broadly 

speaking, of three kinds. Same people were committed to an idea 

or cause. Others shirked service or, once iri uniform, tried to 

desert. The majority fell between rhese extremes. Memoirs and 

letters tell us that many people on every sociallevel were indifferent 
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to the officially proclaimed reasons for the wars that swept across 

Europe, and hoped that they and their families would not be 

caught up in them. Our pictures are another expression of this 

attitude, not one of open opposition to war but rarher a fatalistic 

acceptance of its existence, about which nothing can be done but 

the consequences of which should be acknowledged. No doubt 
this message, inserced in interesting scenes of war, was ignored by 

some, but others surely recognized it. 

The images also have something to teil us about an even 
more universal subject than war. We should not fail to note that it 

is women and children who here stand for a normal, sane life. In 

these images they provide the standard against which war is mea­

sured and condemned. The standard is not necessarily objective -

the reasons for any particular war, which may include self-defense, 

are never mentioned. Causes do not enter into the argument. The 
images measure war solely in terms of rhe private individual. And 

it is women and their infants who define what is life-asserting, who 

- as I have pur it- are witnesses to life. 
The images make this claim at a time when warnen still 

lacked legal equality with men. I am not, of course, referring to 

political rights, which few European males possessed, but to social 

and economic equality. Ir seems a remarkable conjunction that the 

part of the population that is deprived of rights is here cast as the 
represemative of a deeper truth. I would guess rhat when we Iook at 

our images from this perspective, we encounter an underlying sense 
in European sociery, which is reflected in neither law nor custom, 

bur nevertheless broadly held - that warnen have the capacity of 

being more than caretakers of children and rhe household, that 
from their perspective they have as good an understanding of the 

major issues of social existence and of human relations as rnen have, 

and at times probably see farrher. Ir is a recognition that continues 

to grow in succeeding generaüons, all temporary checks notwith­

standing, unril it Ieads to changes not only in private but also in 

public life.' 
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Here our analysis might conclude. But the past rarely falls 

into a single neat pattern, and I would be wrong to imply that in 

the early nineteenth century images of war rhat include warnen 

present them only as the suffering witnesses to life. They appear in 
another role as weil - not as passive victims but as fighters. The 

young woman in Vernet's painting points in this direction. I 
should like to end our discussion with two images that in different 

ways develop the rheme of the active, armed, fighting wo man. 

The first is Delacroix's Liberty leading the People, which he 

painted soon after theJuly Revolution of 1830. The work does not 
include an infam, but the adolescent boy next to the figure of 

Liberty not only represents the boys who did, in fact, fight on the 

barricades, he also emphasizes Liberry's role as mother, the source 

of li/e - here healthy political life - who understands truths that 

enable her to Iead men. 

Liberty as Delacroix paints her is of course a descendant of 
allegorical figures that go back to the first French Revolution, which 

in turn came from political symbols of the seventeenth and eigh­

teenth centmies that had their roots in antiquity. In 1792 a heroic 
female figure became the personification of Liberty, and by associa­

tion soon also that of the French Republic; the state was made the 

political expression of the ideal, and the same woman represented 

both. Two basic versions of this tutelaty deity have been recognized: 

the dynamic fightet of the people, armed with a pike, half-naked, 

wearing a phrygian cap in allusion to the cap Roman slaves were 

given when they were set free; and the fully dothed, often crowned, 
serene possessor of state power.' Delacroix used the former type, only 

modernizing her by giving her a musket instead of a pike. In his 

painting and in the political symbolism he employs, the universal roJe 
of the woman standing for the sane, constructive life has been nar­

rowed. She now represents a particular idea, a political cause, even a 

parricular state - France. She remains a moral Ieader, but is now 

eager to fight; she may even be one of the sources of the misery felt 

and defined by warnen in our earlier images. 
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For our last image we move back some years before 

Delacroix painted Liberty leading the People to Goya's Disasters of 
Wttr. Goya worked on this series of etchings from 1809 to 1820. 

The first forty-seven plates, before a group that deals with famine, 

address the French invasion and occupation af Spain. Several of 
the etchings refer to specific events and even individuals, but the 

group as a whole generalizes the war in Spain as an extended 
episode of savagery that may happen anywhere. 

Warnen appear in fourteen of the forty-seven plates: 

fleeing with their children from danger, in scenes of rape and 
attempted rape, being executed tagether with men by a firing 

squad; but also - in the plate entitled Rabble - themselves cruel 

and vindictive. The introduction of warnen and infants in scenes 

of military life and extreme violence, which had shocked and 
attracted the public in Wright's Dead Soldierand Vernet's Wttr and 

in the engravings by Geissler and Seele, has lost all Strangeness in 

Goya's etchings. Far frorn being Outsiders in a male world, the 

unique characteristics of which they point up by their presence, 
they have themselves becorne patt af its brutishness and sad reality. 

Three plates show warnen fighting when rape is not the 

issue or not the only threat. The most extraordinary of these is the 

fifth plate, with the title And they are like wild beasts. 
A patrol has encountered a group of warnen, and in the 

light that has broken out one of the warnen, proteering her child 
by holding it in one arm agairrst her back, stabs a soldier with a 

pike held in her other hand. The point of the weapon has gone 

deep into the man's stomach, and he is collapsing. Behind the 

woman, a soldier, his back toward us, fends off another woman 
who jabs ar hirn with a sward. At the far right, a soldier has just 

fired his musket aver the knot af struggling bodies, at a woman an 

the far left. She has fallen to the ground, but her hand still grips a 

knife or broken sward. A wornan behind her is about to throw a 
rock, which she halds over her head with both hands. The clash 

without stated cause, in a featureless grey space, shows no sign of 

21 



22 



ending until both groups have done away with each other. 
Unlike some of rhe other images we have looked at, rhis is 

a complex and very powerful composition, and made all rhe more 

so wirhin the comext of Goya's series as a whole. In The DisllSters of 
w:dr Goya draws a moral distinction between aggressor and 

defender; but that is merely a first step. Throughout rhe series he 

shows that rhe defenders, too, may be flawed; rhat some are subject 

to the same cruelry and heardessness rhat afflict many of rheir 

assailants. War, as Goya here presents it, is a force that brings out 

goodness in some, but may reveal the worst in everyone. He identi­
fies just and unjust causes of war, but adds that regardless of the cause 

for which they fight and suffer, men and women are capable of the 

warst cruelties. He treats'war notasaseparate phenomenon, but as 
an extension of peacetime, an extension in which rhe elements of 

hatred and danger that always exist are enormously magnified. 

Goya's evenhanded moral outrage and his sense of rhe dynamic 

nature of violence point to rhe future, as does his recognition rhat 
once fighting Starts the distinction between soldiers and civilians, 
whether male or female, is no more than a fragile cultural construct­

a barriet that in our century has been torn down with a vengeance. 

If we recall the first four picrures we looked at, it seems 

that the ideas on war and on rhe relationship between women and 

war found in them are contradiered in the two images by Goya and 

Delacroix. How do we explain this divergence, and must we cor­

rect our earlier analysis to take account of it? 

Let me suggest that rhe contradictions result from the differ­

ence in purpose of the works, and also from differences in their aes­
thetic qualiry. The first four images were part of that great wave of 

pictures rhat responded to the expansion of war which I mentioned at 
the beginning of my talk. Ta a public avid for an idea of what con­

tempotary war is like, they show something of the realiry of the sol­

diet's life and of battle, with a reminder of the costs of war - not only 

those paid by soldiers and armies, but also the cosrs to sociery. They 

use warnen and infants to point to this characteristic of all wars. 
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But even as they stress the tragedy of war, the four pictures 

may reveal a certain optimism. In each the warnarr and her child 
stand for the benign, life-asserting qualities of humanity. If society 
and its institutions, the pictures seem to say, would take the good­

ness of the individual as their guide, wars would be fewer or might 
be avoided ahogether. 

This is vety different from what we are shown by Goya and 
Delacroix! In Liberty !eading the People men and warnen are armed, 
and the dead and wounded cover the barricade, but the painting is 
less about war than about a compound ideal- liberty and the fight 

for liberty- and for the artist goodness has nothing to do with self­
preservation. On the contrary, goodness lies in the willingness to 

fight and die for an ideal. To express this view, Delacroix uses the 
female figure who in nineteenth-century France had become the 
accepted symbol for opposition to traditional systems of privilege 
and social control. How this symbol emerged, and how other 
female figures came to symbolize various nation-states, which often 

showed litde concern for liberty, is a fascinating historical process. 
We cannot explore it now, but certainly it is yet another instance of 
the idealization of women in a male-dominared society. 

Goya's purpose is again different. He neither wants to give 
us a snapshot of war and irs consequences nor respond ro a partic­

ular political event - the July Revolution - by romanticizing the 
forces that led to it. lnstead he uses war as a device to illuminate 
human nature. His starring point may be similar to Delacroix's: 
certain wars are moral, though for him they are wars of self-defense 

not wars for liberty. But The Disasters of War move beyond this 
moral judgment to an amoral assertion. For a moment Goya 
seems ro approach the message of rhe first four picrures: war, what­

ever its cause, is a disaster. Bur he Iacks the optirnism ro argue rhat 

wars would fade if humanity observed the life-asserting force per­
sonified by warnen. He has a different vision: war is boundless 
because the potential for evil in human beings is boundless. Even 
women who merely defend themselves may become corrupted. 
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Here, incidentally, Goya is in harmony with the conclusion of rhe 
other images that women are the equals of men. Only he harmo­
nizes in a distinctly minor mode: women and men share the 

equality ofbeing victims and, sometimes, perpetrators. 

Apart from cynics and a few philosophers, ir is unlikely that 
many of Goya's contemporaries shared his pessimism, which brings 
us to the difference in quality of the works we have seen. The first 
four are by respectable minor talents. Goya and Delacroix function 
on a different Ievel, which takes them far away from received opin­
ions. Not that great artists are unconcerned about popular taste and 
what does or does not sell - Delacroix painted Liberty leading the 
Peopfe at least in patt to make a splash in the Salon of 1831. Bur 
minor talents are not only aware of the market, they tend to think 
in accord with the market. That, of course, often makes them 
better indicators of prevailing ideas and attitudes. They may docu­

ment general tendencies more accurately rhan does an original and 
creative mind, which tends tobe self-referential. 

The different purposes of the creators of these images have 
resulted in different views of war and of the place of warnen and 
infants in war, and also in different ways of using women to reveal 

significant truths about war and about society as such. But let me 

conclude our discussion by suggesting that alrhough the images are 
very different, we can see that they need not conflict. Each has 

captured a part of reality, each reflects something thar did exist in 
the years we have been discussing. I would not claim that the first 
four pictures share the depth and power of the other two, but they 
have caught hold of a universal fact that is too often ignored when 
we consider the present or try to interpret the past. In all societies, 

whatever rheir political characrer, a !arge segment of the population 
is unconcerned with the great issues, the life-and-death issues of 

the day. Basically these are people who want ro be left alone. It is 
a fairly safe assumption that in most wars, except religious and sec­

ular crusades and wars of obvious self-defense, most soldiers serve 

under duress. That certainly was the case in the wars of the French 
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Revolution and of the Napoleonic era. Historians have only inrer­

mittently addressed this disinterest because it rarely leaves a signifi­

cant residue - wars are fought whether or not people like to fight 

them. Bur what millians have thought and felt must be worth 

studying. 
Delacroix catches another part of the truth: the idealism 

and commitment that drive some people, and that the srate th_en 

institutionalizes. Only the claim thar the painting represents a 
majority attitude might be questioned. 

Goya, fina\ly, reveals yet another layer of reality by placing 

men and women in situations of extreme physical and psychic 

stress, situations that at the same time remove customary restraints 
on their behavior. 

We might think of the six images as building blocks, out 
of which - together wirh many others - we can construct a more 

comprehensive picture of people's attitudes toward war in rhe past. 

They are also an example of the way images and interpretations of 

one major social phenomenon may be used to indicate people's 
attitudes and feelings in other areas - in this case, the broader 
social functions of women's intelligence and instincts. For rhose of 

us who are interested in gaining a better understanding of how 

men and women in the past struggled with the problems of the 
relationship between the individual and sociery and its institutions, 

this indirect evidence, moving between high and popular culture 

and crossing many sociallevels, is especially revealing. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1 The background of The Dead Soldierand the work itself are dis­
cussed in Benedict Nicolson's excellem ]oseph Wright of Derby, 

Painter of Light, 2 vols., London and New York, 1968; andin a 
brief, illuminating analysis by David lrwin, "Der tote Soldat," 
in Triumph und Tod des Helden, eds. Ekkehard Mai and Anke 
Repp-Eckert, Cologne, 1987. 

2 John Langhorne died in 1779, a few years before Joseph 
Wrighr's first version of The Dead Soldier. Langhorne's Jirerary 
reputation was sufficient for his collected works to be published 
in the series The British Poets (volume 65, Chiswick, 1822). 
Today he is 1arge1y forgotten. In the Oxford Dictionary of 
Quotations, 2nd ed., Oxford, 1955, he is represented only by 
three Jines from rhe episode of rhe woman and her soldier in 
The Country ]ustice. 

3 Hermann Mildenberger's biography, Der Maler ]ohann Baptiste 

Seele, Tübingen, 1984, reproduces severa1 of Seele's painrings of 
camp scenes, but does not depict or discuss the etching, 

although ir is superior in composition and execution to the 

paintings from which it is derived. 

4 The question, much discussed by some feminist scholars, 
whether there are innate psychological and moral differences 
that distinguish warnen from men, is not the issue here. The 

argument is solely concerned with rhe historical significance of 
nineteenrh-century social and cultural attitudes. 

5 See Maurice Agulhon, Marianne into Sattle, translated by Janet 
Lloyd, Cambridge (UK), 1981. 
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