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ET IN ARCADIA EGO:
POUSSIN AND
THE ELEGIAC TRADITION

a0 Ade Fowd-molel

1 “ip 1769 Six Joshua Reynolds showed to his friend Dr.
Johnson his latest picture: the double portzait of Mrs. Bouverie

and Mis. Crews, still to be seen in Crewe Hall in England®

It shows the two lovely ladies seated before a tombstone and
sent “ntalizing over its inscription: one points out the text
o t.. other, who meditates thereon in the then fashionable
pose of Tragie Muses and Melancholizd@)The text of the in-
scription reads: “Et in Arcadia ego.”

“What can this mean?” exclaimed Dr. Johnson. “It seems
very nonsensical—] am in Arcadia.” “The King could have
told you,” replied Sir Joshua. “He saw it yesterday and said
at once: ‘Oh, there is a tomkstone in the background: Ay, ay,
death is even in Arcadia’C3/__. -

To the medern reader the angry discomfiture of Dr. John-
son is very puzzling. But no less puzzling is the guick under-
standing of George III, who instantly grasped the purport of
the Latin phrase but interpreted it in a manner dissimilar to
that which seems self-evident to most of us. In contrast to
Dr. Johnson, we are no longer stumped by the phrase Et in
Arcadia egp, But in contrast to George I, we are accustomed
to reading a very different meaning into it. For us, the formula

*C, R. LesHo and Tom Teylor, Life and Times of Sir Joshua Reyn-
alds, London, 186g, 1, p. 32s. '

*Sec E Wind, “Humnnititsidea und heroisiertes Portriit in der

englischon Kultur des 18. Jalrhunderts,” Vortrige der Bibliothek
Warburg, 1g30-1931, p. 156 &, especially p. 222 .
* Luslio and Taylor, loc. cit.
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7 Etin Arcadis Ego:

Et in Arcadia ego has come to be synonymous with such para-
phrases as “Et tu in Arcadia vixisd,” “I, tos, was bormn in
Arcadia,” ‘Ego fi in Arcadia,@*Auch ich war in Atkndien
geboren,®8/"Moi aussi je fus pasteur en Arcadie”{@/and all
these and many similar versions amount to what Mrs. Felicia
Hemans expressec in the immortal words: "I, too, shepherds,
in Areadia dweltCUThey conjuie up the retrospective vision
of an unsurpassable happiness, enjoyed in the past, unattain-
able ever after, yet enduringly alive in the memory: a bygone
happiness ended by death; and not, as George IIT's para-
phrdse implies, a present happiness menaced by death.
Tshall try to show that this royal rendering—"Death is even
~.Arcadia”—represents a grammatically correct, in fact, the
only grammatically correct, interpretation of the Latin phrase
Et in Arcadia ego, and that our modern reading of its message
—"1, too, was born, or lived, in Arcady”~is in 1eality a mis-
trapslation. Then I shall try to show that this mistranslation,
. «ensible though it is fiom a philological point of view,
yet did not come abiout by “pure ignorance” but, on the con-
trary, expressed and sanctioned, at the expense of grammar
but in the interest of truth, a basic change in interpretation.
Finally, I shall try to fix the ultimate responsibility for this

‘ This form of the phrase is found in Richard Wilson’s picture (in
the coliection of the Earl of Strafford}, cited below, P 317

* This is the beginning of Friedrich Schiller's fomous poem Resig-
nation (quoted, for example, in Bichmann, Cefliigelte Worte, 27th
ed., p. 441 |, with many other instances from German literature ),
where the frustrated hero has renounced Pleasure and Beauty in
favor of Hope and Truth and unsuccessfully requests compensi-
tion. In English dictionaries of quotations, the passage is often
erroneously ascribed to Goethe {by way of confusion with the
motto superscribed on his Italienische Reise, for which see be-
low, p. 319); of, eg., Burt Stevenson, The Home Book of Quota-
tions, New York, 1937, p. 94; A New Dictionary of Quotations,
H. L. Mencken, ed, New York, 1942, p. 53 (here with the equally
erroneous assextion that “the phrase bepins to appear on paintings
in +he XVI century”); Bartlett's Familiar Quotations, Bostor, 1947,
P43

? Jacques Delille, Les Jardins, 1782, quoted, & g, in Biichmann, loc.
cit, ond Stevenson, lvc. cit

" The Poetical Works of Mrs. Felicia Hemans, Philadelphin, 1847,
p- 398 See also below, p. 318, Note 4.
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change, which was of paramount importance for modern
literatuze, not on a man of letters but on g great painter.

Before attempting all this, Lhowever, we have to ask our-
selves a pieliminary question: how js it that that particular,
not overly opulent, region of central Greece, Arcady, came to
be universally accepted as an idend realm of perfect bliss and
beauty, a dream incarpate of ineffable happiness, surrounded
nevertheless with a halo of “swestly sad” melancholy?

There had been, from the beginning of Tlassical specula-
tion, two contrasting opinions about the natural state of man,
each of them, of course, a “"Gegen-Konstruktion” to the con-
ditions under which it was formed. One view, termed “soft”
primitivism in an illuminating book by Lovejoy and Boag8
conceives of primitive life as a golden age of plenty, innccence
and happiness—in other words, as civilized life purged of its
vices. The other, “hard” form of primitivism conceives of
primitive life as an almeost subhuman existence full of terrible «
hardships and devoid of all comforts—in other words, as civi-
lized life saipped of its virtues

Arcady, as we encounter it in all modem literature, and as
we refer to it in our daily speech, falls under the heading of
“soft” o1 golden-age primitivism. But of Arcady as it existed
in actuality, and as it is described to us by the Greek writers,
almost the opposite is frue.

To be suze, this rea] Arcady was the domain of Pan, who
could be heard playing the syrinx on Mount Maenalu{d)
and its inhabitants were Famous for their musical accomplish-
ments as well as for their ancient lineage, rugged virtue, and
rustic hospitality; but they were also famous for their utter
ignorance and low standards of living As the earier Samuel
Butler was to summarize it in his well-known satire against
anceshal pride:

The old Arcadians that could trace
Their pedigree from race to race

Before the moon, were once reputed
Of all the Grecinns the most stupid,

'A. O. Lovejoy and G. Boas, Primitivism and Related Ideas in
Anéiguity, Baltimore, I, 1035.

® Pausandus, Periegesis, VIII, 36, 8; “Mount Maenalus is particu-
larly sacred to Pan so thatfeople assert that Pan could be heard
there playing the syrinx.”
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euf 7 Bt dn Arcadia Ego:
Whom nothing io the wo could bring
To eivil life but fddieingl2)

And from n purcly physical point of view their country lacked
most of tho ehasme which we are wont (o associaie with u fant
of iden) pastoral bliss. Polybius, Arcady’s most famous son,
while doing justice to his homeland’s simple piety and love|
of music, describes it otherwise as 8 poar, bare, rocky, chilly
country, devoid of all the ameniti of life and scareely afford-

ing food for a few meager goatdl:
Small wonder, then, that the Greck poets refrained from

staging their pastorals in Arcady. The scene of the most
famous of them, the Idylls of Theocritus, is Inid in Sicily, then
so richly endowed with all those fowery meadows, shadowy
groves and mild bieezes which the “desert ways” (William
Lithgow) of the actual Arcady conspicuously Jacked Pan
himself has to journey from Arcady to Sicily when Theoeritus’
dyi(%L Daphnis wishes lo return his shepherd’s Bute to the
gochis

® Samuel Dutler, Satires and Miscellaneous Fooiry and Irose,
R Lamar, ed., Cnalrridge, 1929. p. 47¢

1 polybius, Bisioriae, IV, zo. For further authors emphasizing the
negafive aspects of primerdial sirmplicity, see, for example, Juvenal,
who characterized o peculinrly boring orslor as nn “Arcadion youth”
{Saturas, VIL, 28a) and Philostratus, Vita Apollonii, VIII, 7, v
colls the Arcadizns “ncom-esting swine” Even thelr music.
achievements were disparaged by Fulgentius, Expositio Virgiliunue
continentiae, 748, 19 (R. Helm, ed., Leipzig, 1895, p. oo}, who by
Arcadicae aures (the reading Arcadicis ouribus is belter docu-
mented than, and preferable to, arcaicks aurfbus) meent “ears ool
susceptible to real benu&yﬁ' The much discussed guestlon as to
whether thers had oxisted in Aready o genuine pastoral or bueclic
poetry preceding Theoeritus” Tdylls sow scems 1o have been de-
cided in the negative In addilion to the litersture edduced in
E. Panofsky. “Et in Areadin Ego; On the Concoption of Transience
in Poussin and Watleau,” Philosophy and History, Essays Presented
10 Ernst Cassirer, I Klibausky and H. J. Paton, eds.. Oxford, 1926,
p. 223 ff, see now B. Snell, “Atkndien, dio Entstehung siner geisti-
gen LandschaR,” Antike und Abendland, 1, 1044, p 26 E. An
sriicle by M. Petoconi, “Duas neue Askadien,” thidem, II1, 1548,
p 187 &, does not contribute rauch to the problem discussed in
thiz essay.

 Theoeritus, Idylls, 1, 123 f.
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