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Poussin’s Sacrament of Marriage: An Interpretation

T. J. Clark

Marriage on earth seems such a counterfeit, 
Mere imitation of the inimitable. . .

—Robert Browning

Nicolas poussin’s painting The Sacrament of Marriage (Fig. 1), 
now hung in the octagon at the National Gallery of Scotland, 
was the last of the series of Seven Sacraments to be completed. 

We have a letter from Poussin dated 23 March 1648 saying he had been 
hesitating for a week before packing it off to Paris.1 One understands 
his reluctance to say goodbye. He was fifty-four. His health was fragile. 
He would never see the painting again.

Even if the canvas had come down to us without a title, it would surely 
be clear that we are looking at some kind of marriage ceremony, tak-
ing place in the Roman Empire. The architecture speaks irrefutably to 
this—both the columns and Corinthian capitals and garlands hung in 
the shaded interior, and the glimpse of sunlit public monuments outside. 
To be precise, we are in Judaea during the reign of Augustus—some say 
in Jerusalem itself, standing in the porch or narthex of the Temple.2 
If so, the outer rooms of the sanctuary seem to have been thoroughly 
Romanized. Likewise what people are wearing. The twenty-odd guests 
at the wedding have the look of well-heeled provincials, in long togas 
and pallae for the occasion. The young men’s bare feet are strictly for 
show. Poussin has feasted as a painter on the different colors, sheens, 
and degrees of crispness of the draperies. One imagines him standing 
for hours in front of the senators and matrons to be seen in marriage 
processions on many a sarcophagus in the city that was his home—like 
the massive and famous one in the nave of San Lorenzo (Fig. 2)—ab-
sorbing the details of costume and stance.

We know that the woman almost at the center of Poussin’s painting, 
kneeling, dressed in blue, is the Virgin Mary. What we are looking at is 
the moment of her betrothal (not her marriage) to the aging Joseph. 
Notice the rod silhouetted against the wall, just to the right of the door 
plumb center. It is sprouting leaves and white flowers—the sign from 
God of Joseph’s having been chosen as Mary’s husband-to-be.
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223poussin’s sacrament of marriage

• • •

I have started matter-of-factly with the picture, trying to establish what 
it is of. But the plainness is largely illusory. Great swathes of shared 
knowledge (I hope) are built into my “we are in Judaea.” The San Lo-
renzo sarcophagus may or may not be relevant. The young men’s bare 
feet—well, interpret them how you will.

What follows in the body of the essay is essentially more of the same: 
observations that I expect the reader to test against the plain facts of the 
image, and which I believe will stand the test of matching and making 
(common) sense; but observations that constantly open onto nonobvi-
ous implications and networks of argument, which I want to persuade 
you are there in the configurations Poussin has chosen. I am not sure 
whether this procedure is properly called “description” or “interpreta-
tion.” I think the best interpretation may be one that leaves the reader 
and viewer similarly uncertain how the two key words in this (odd) 
language-game are meant to be used.

Describing is interpreting. Art historians take this for granted—maybe 
even more so than literary critics. The postwar elders of the discipline 

Fig. 2. Sarcophagus of Cardinal Fieschi with wedding scenes. Marble (ca. 210–220 AD). 
Rome, San Lorenzo fuori le Mura church. Photograph by Gianni Dagli Orti/The Art 
Archive at Art Resource, NY.
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were brought up on versions of the critique of optical empiricism—Ru-
dolf Arnheim’s, Ernst Gombrich’s, Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s—and the 
idea of the eye as a generator of structures, as opposed to a receiver of 
data, has slid over easily (no doubt too easily) into art history’s picture 
of putting things seen into words. Describing is interpreting—but this 
is a modest recognition, and its obviousness and limitedness ought to 
be kept alive in the way we do the describing. To recast the proposition 
as, say, “All description (or all perception) is theory laden, or theory 
driven” seems to me immediately to lead in the wrong direction, not just 
rhetorically but conceptually. There is a difference between a “theory” 
and a set of presuppositions, or a first orientation toward an array of 
data. Orientations and presuppositions are preliminary, pragmatic; they 
shape the data, but are easily reshaped by the data’s being encountered 
more closely or at length; they expect to be reshaped, and the shape they 
do have is deliberately makeshift and vague at the edges; being ready 
for testing and correction is part of their ontology. One does not need, 
then, to take up a position on whether or not human understandings are 
capable of “opening onto the object” to be able to distinguish between 
language (or vision) intent on staging such an opening—taking it to be 
a value, and most probably a fact—and language (or vision) reveling in 
“constructedness.”

These are deep matters, to which no one interpreter’s answer will 
ever be satisfactory—to the interpreter or his readers. I have been brief 
and declarative, but more in the spirit of “Here’s the kind of minimum 
theoretical caution that lets us get on with the job” than of “Here are 
the mysteries clarified.” To say what interpretation is amounts, in my 
view, to saying what “having a world” is, or, at least, what is involved in 
proposing that world to others.

Luckily and unluckily, these deep matters are entangled for academ-
ics with shallow ones—with disciplinary or professional currents. I feel 
bound to speak to these, but again—even more so than with “descrip-
tion is theory driven”—the exercise is meant to be minimal, hygienic, 
a preliminary. Art history, like most other disciplines in the agonizing 
humanities, has for the past several decades been trying to find ways to 
renew itself. This is understandable, and may still succeed. If it does, 
no doubt renewal will come from different directions—from a positive 
conflict between opposing notions of what it takes to talk convincingly 
about depictions and their uses. I have no interest, it follows, in claiming 
that the art history I do—the kind I go on to once the preliminaries are 
over—is a privileged way forward. But one negative judgment I shall risk 
stating up front. I do not think art history has profited much, or will 
profit in future, from a random search after ways of proceeding borrowed 
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from other practices of knowledge—from methodological ambulance 
chasing. In the half century I have been involved with the subject, I have 
got used to turning up every five years or so at an important gathering 
of others in the business and finding that more or less everyone in the 
room has somehow, since the last time I talked to them—the osmosis is 
always mysterious—entered a brand-new conceptual space, which has 
rendered the terms and ambitions of five years ago unthinkable, vaguely 
embarrassing. Once upon a time all serious scholars knew how to line 
up the binary oppositions and deduce the transformational algorithms 
on the Sistine ceiling. But not for long. Suddenly “ideological state ap-
paratuses” were what art history was about. Then “subject positions” and 
“interpellation” and “dis-identificatory practices” and “signifier sliding 
over signified.” Then there was the mirror stage and the male gaze. Fol-
lowed by performativity in Madonna videos. And the panopticon, with 
its pal the parergon. Then subalternity and the vices of Eurocentrism. 
Then the punctum and the mise en abyme. Where does this get us to, 
in terms of date? Oh, ages ago—maybe as long as ten, twelve, fifteen 
years back—before the fall, before 9/11, in the olden days when top of 
everyone’s reading list were Picture Theory and “A Child Is Being Beaten.” 
Since then a lot more methodological water has flowed smoothly under 
the bridge. I leave it to the reader to bring the buzzwords and sacred 
texts up to date.

Fashions are inevitable in every discipline. I am enough of a disciple 
of Walter Benjamin to relish their dance with Death. But also enough 
of a Benjaminian to think that the rattle of newness grows louder and 
faster in order always to fend off the question: What is the newness for? 
What is its object? What are the questions—the real deep difficulties—
that the wand of methodology seems constantly to wish to keep at bay?

Several, in my view. And to repeat, I make no claim that the question 
that has preoccupied me for forty years is the only or even predominant 
one. (Nor, by the way, do I claim to be impervious to fashion. I have done 
my time with binary oppositions and spectacle and phantasmagoria and 
the false phenomenality of the sign. Fashion is fertile. The problem is 
not solved by trying to hide from or condescend to it, but by trying to 
put it to use—to ask of the new framework or apparatus: How could this 
help with whatever it is in art history that turns out to be truly an endur-
ing project, as opposed to a set of available theory motifs? How might it 
help with the question or questions that will not go away, through long 
years—questions that seem to go on selecting the art historian rather 
than the art historian selecting them?)

In my case the question is clear. I still remember it coming up first 
for me when I started going to and fro to Paris as a teenager and saw 
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the great 1960 Poussin retrospective, and the equally wonderful Eugène 
Delacroix retrospective three years later. I was reading voraciously at the 
time, and thought I might end up as a critic of literature, but pictures 
overtook me. I did not understand why or how. I knew they offered a 
unique kind of pleasure, but I also knew—I thought I saw—that they 
offered kinds of appraisal of the nature of things that struck deep in 
ways that even poetry did not equal. Or at least, they struck differently. 
They gave the world meanings—and they gave form to the very process 
of producing meaning for others—in ways that language or organized 
sound or dancing bodies did not. That is what I saw in Poussin. When, 
a little later, I began to read what art history had to say about such mat-
ters—about the conditions and structure of pictorial communication—I 
have to say I thought it was mostly pitiful. Art historians either avoided 
the topic altogether—here the contrast with musicology seemed to me 
scandalous—or they reduced the question of “Meaning in the Visual 
Arts” to an almost entirely text-based, theme-and-variation model. And 
their conception even of the text—maybe especially and fatally of the 
text—struck me, as a young Leavisite and Empsonian, as ludicrously 
confident that in language any particular image or statement “X,” apart 
from some noise on the message, could be taken to equal “meaning Y.”

The question that took hold of me, in other words, was that of the 
specificity of depictions—the difference between complex image-con-
figurations and complex sentences or texts—and the conditions under 
which such image-configurations were understood, or misunderstood, 
by those who bothered to look at them. Of course the latter conditions 
were partly social and political. This mattered a lot to me—partly because 
politics mattered a lot. But I now realize that one main reason I have 
returned all my life to moments—and they are rare—when depictions 
seem to have participated in political struggles, and even been feared 
to have political effects, is that they are also often moments when what 
it means for a picture to be given a meaning or an intentionality by 
its viewers is open to investigation, for once—it leaves traces in the 
documentary record. The weird cacophony of the journalists in 1851 or 
1865, for instance; the extraordinary details of the first staging—the first 
conditions of viewing—of David’s Death of Marat; what may have been 
involved in propping a suprematist propaganda board outside a factory 
gate in Vitebsk in 1920; what possible collectivity of viewers the artist may 
have envisaged back then, what horizon of expectation he hoped they 
shared, what other voices or viewpoints the depiction tried to anticipate 
or elude—these were the mysteries I wanted to solve. I am not saying 
that all these concerns were neatly anchored to or guided by a single 
project. All research worth the name goes off at tangents: otherwise a 
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project becomes a straightjacket. The political effects and effectiveness 
of art were always in tension, in my mind as in reality, with the wish to 
allow a given “medium” to be fully—gloriously—itself. But I do think, 
in retrospect, that my art history has circled back and back to a central, 
simple, difficult fact of human communication. I have gone on being 
struck by the sheer strangeness of the species’s investment in appraising 
the world by making a visual equivalent of it. The strangeness of pictur-
ing is what matters most to me. And The Sacrament of Marriage is for me 
an emblem—a quintessence—of that great fact of our species-being.

• • • 

Still wishing to stick to the look of things, it would be nice if I could 
proceed with Poussin’s Marriage by getting a first rough fix on the pic-
ture’s overall visual temper—its general mood and tonality. But it turns 
out this is not easy to do. The room is airy, and a strong morning light 
pours into it from the left. Yet the dominant note is cool and neutral—
the whole upper half of the painting is empty. Someone in the Virgin’s 
retinue seems to have tried to make the anteroom a little less bare, by 
hanging garlands high on the wall; but never have swags been more 
sober, less swaggering. The city outside seems alive with heat, with high 
clouds building; the paved floor in the foreground is mostly in shadow. 
One fancies it cold to the touch. Maybe the man in red by the column 
to the right is resting his toes so nonchalantly against the column base 
partly to give himself relief from the chill underfoot.

The seven paintings of the sacraments are, even by Poussin’s stan-
dards, severe. They are feasts of measurement and geometry. Marriage is 
in many ways the least relentless of them: if you compare its color and 
architecture with Confirmation, say (Fig. 3), the contrast is striking. One 
senses immediately that Confirmation is taking place deep underground. 
Sarcophagi—not carved with proud citizens remembering their marriage 
vows—line the space toward picture rear. Who was it—maybe Catullus—
who called the early Christians “haunters of tombs”? It is important, 
therefore, and distinctive, that Marriage’s space opens directly onto the 
city above ground. Its doors are open. If the structure we see through 
the door to the left is a funerary monument—and it might be: I shall 
return to this—then it is a proudly public and imperial one, basking 
in the sun. And of course the actors of The Sacrament of Marriage are 
not—not yet—early Christians. They are Romans and Jews.

Marriage, that is to say, is less severe and claustrophobic a picture 
than the other indoor scenes in the series. But I would say that it is at 
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Fig. 3. Nicolas Poussin, The Sacrament of Confirmation. Oil on canvas (1645). Edinburgh, 
Scottish National Gallery (Bridgewater Loan, 1945).

Fig. 4. Nicolas Poussin, The Sacrament of Holy Eucharist. Oil on canvas (1647). Edinburgh, 
Scottish National Gallery (Bridgewater Loan, 1945).
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the same time the most calmly measured of the seven. It is the paint-
ing with the strongest and most all-determining crisscross of verticals 
and horizontals. Even the Eucharist (Fig. 4), which is the scene that best 
rivals Marriage for sheer beauty and complexity of architecture, looks 
empty and frontal and straightforwardly vertical by comparison. Pous-
sin has decided in the Eucharist not to give us the strong beam lines 
of the roof. The ins and outs of the cornice line—truly high Roman, 
these, with their play of attached and free-standing pilasters—break the 
upper horizontal into discontinuous segments. And in the room of the 
Last Supper—here is what alerts us to the key compositional choice in 
Marriage—there is no internal reiteration of the room’s spatial structure 
by free-standing columns, and no answering geometry spelt across the 
floor. Of all Poussin’s paintings, Marriage seems to me the one in which 
space is most elaborately compartmentalized. Not just the four columns 
marking out the room within a room, but the three rear doors present-
ing the space of the city, and above all the spaces to right and left of 
the great columns in the foreground.

These last spaces, in particular, have always fascinated viewers—or 
rather, one of them has. No one has ever cared much about what hap-
pens on the right. There the picture ends, essentially, with the young 
man leaning on the column in red. The space beyond him is negative. 
Another man can be made out after a moment or two, lurking in the 
darkness, but surely all that he does, compositionally, is say something 
to the effect: “The picture stops here; has already stopped. . . .” Nothing 
could be further from the effect of the space on the left of the canvas, 
and the figure that occupies it. The space is vibrant, and the figure 
transfixing. Compositionally, the segment to the left of the column is 
decisive: it opens the picture towards us, as viewers, and lets in air and 
light. Screen off the left-hand margin with a thumb, and the picture 
immediately looks boxed in and flat. The edge and its occupant are a 
second center to the Virgin’s betrothal, vying with the ceremony at the 
center. Bernini, when he saw Marriage in Paris in 1665, spotted the left-
hand side immediately, and pulled back the curtain further to get a better 
look—Chantelou, who owned the Sacraments, had each painting hidden 
behind an individual drape.3 The great sculptor, so Chantelou tells us, 
was transfixed in particular by the figure standing next to the column. 
Presumably he was interested above all in what Poussin had chosen to 
leave out in his depiction of it, and how the leaving out only made the 
figure more spellbinding. Chantelou, when he wrote up the day’s events 
in his diary, called the figure “celle qui est à moitié d’une colonne” (“the 
one who is half behind the column,” though the French says literally, 
having referred to the “filles et femmes” attending the ceremony, “the 
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one who is half of a column”).4 I should like to retain Chantelou’s ellipsis 
here, which responds to the picture’s. And I shall press it even a little 
further from time to time, referring to the figure as the femme-colonne. 
Veiled body and bare stone cylinder make a strange unity.

Any proper interpretation of The Sacrament of Marriage—let me put 
my cards on the table—will have to take the femme-colonne as seriously 
as Bernini did. Poussin, after all, never had a viewer more powerfully 
equipped than Bernini to understand him. This does not mean that 
there should be outright war in my interpretation between the pic-
ture’s left-hand side and its center. If the woman by the column simply 
displaces the Virgin in the reading that follows, then things will have 
gone wrong. For this is not what happens in front of the painting. But 
equally, if I fail to suggest at least something of what had Bernini draw 
back the curtain and look and look again, I shall have failed even more 
deeply. For Bernini was right. The femme-colonne is one of Poussin’s—I 
would say, one of painting’s—great inventions. The picture turns on it. 
Once seen, it never retreats into peripheral vision.

• • •

Paintings, to repeat, are not propositions. They do not take the form 
of image-sentences. They are not even like propositions. That is, they fail 
to make statements or ask questions. They are not to be seen as strings 
of image elements or phonemes, arranged according to some overall 
grammar, by means of which a governing meaning is generated for the 
array as a whole—maybe a complex or ambiguous one, but nonetheless 
a meaning derived from a knowable lexicon and a set of combinatory or 
semantic rules. Naturally a painting “takes a view” of things; it adopts an 
attitude to them; it discriminates and prioritizes, putting a small world 
in order. But this is not the order of the linguistic. It is an ordering of 
things more open and centrifugal—more noncommittal—than grammar 
can almost ever countenance.

Pictures are taciturn. Their meaning is on the surface—merely and 
fully apparent. These are limitations to painting as an art, but also glories. 
Painters understand this. “Moy qui fais profession des choses muettes,” 
Poussin described himself on one occasion.5 Or again, to Chantelou: 
“Il vaudra mieux que je m’estudie aux choses plus aparentes que les pa-
roles.”6 (“It is better for me to occupy myself with things more apparent 
than words.”) “Mes tacites images,” he called his canvases.7 There is a 
modesty to these statements—but also, unmistakably, a touch of pride.
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I am suggesting, then, that Poussin does his deepest thinking at a 
distance from the linguistic—that muteness and ungrammaticalness 
are the key to his view of the human. “Things more apparent than 
words.” But what things, most persistently? What is the basis of Poussin’s 
anthropology?

Let me begin in the negative. For the vast majority of painters, the 
strange upright posture of the human body, standing on two feet as 
opposed to four, is something taken for granted.8 It is a constitutive fea-
ture of the human, doubtless, but that does not mean it is visible in any 
strong sense. The body is vertical and bipedal, and therefore is poised 
in unique—maybe problematic—relation to the ground beneath its feet. 
“By reason of the frailty of our nature we cannot always stand upright,” 
to quote the Book of Common Prayer. But it does not follow that most 
painters take uprightness and grounding, and the special nature of the 
human animal’s negotiations with gravity, as the basis of their worldview. 
The earth or floor for them are simple givens; their pictures establish 
ground level as a small part of the pantomime (a stage for it), or leave 
it out altogether. Most painters—are they like or unlike most people in 
this?—exist naturally and unthinkingly five or six feet off the ground. 
What they see is other bodies, lined up roughly on a level with their 
own uprightness; and beyond those bodies, a world of further uprights 
men have built to contain and reiterate their standing—walls, columns, 
arcades, lofty or intimate rooms. If they look further, and many of them 
do, they plot the ensuing distances as the eye seems to, looking out over 
a landscape from a special vantage point—“vantage” meaning the eye 
moving unimpeded from near to far, not obstructed by the local ups 
and downs of the place, grasping the whole geography at one fell swoop, 
not touching down, not getting distracted by the character of the grass.

But this is not the whole story. Remember, by way of contrast, the 
famous accounts of Poussin coming back from his walks by the Tiber, 
and his admirers noticing “that he carried in his handkerchief pebbles, 
moss, flowers, and other suchlike things”— “jusqu’à des pierres, à des 
mottes de terre, & à des morceaux de bois” is how Félibien puts it—
“which he wanted to paint exactly after nature.”9 And Poussin is not 
alone. Certain painters—they turn out to be few and exceptional in 
art history, but mighty in their isolation—do come to see the great fact 
of the human world as the body’s complex (by no means trouble-free) 
standing on its hind legs. They paint the contact between upright man 
and the ground plane. More—they give the ground plane an equal and 
opposite weight to the world erected on top of it. They may agree with 
Darwin and the palaeontologists that bipedalism seems to have been the 
great and puzzling step (and even “step” is a metaphor that begs the 
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question) by which the human animal became what it is; but they bor-
row a still more primitive scene from the anthropologists’ story. Before 
bipedalism, and maybe driving bipedalism, there was simple terrestrial-
ity—the fact of coming down from the trees.

Of course I am not insinuating that in some fantastical way Poussin 
intuited the argument of The Descent of Man two centuries before it was 
published. Standing on one’s hind legs is a great fact of human existence 
whether or not it is thought of within an evolutionary frame. For what-
ever reason—within whatever ideological matrix—Poussin came to see 
it, I believe, as the key to our being in the world. So the ground in his 
pictures became something other than a notional “plane,” established 
in a system of equal spatial coordinates or dimensions; it became a level, 
a grounding, a limit condition of the human.

This is, by the way, a view of things that could occur quite naturally 
to men and women in the seventeenth century. It is entirely compatible 
with Christian orthodoxy. “Man comes and tills the soil and lies beneath.” 
Or this, from George Herbert’s “The Church-floore”:

Mark you the floore? that square & speckled stone,
                      Which looks so firm and strong,
                                           Is Patience:
And th’ other black and grave, wherewith each one
                      Is checker’d all along,
                                           Humilitie:
                                                 . . . . . . . . . . . . .
            Sometimes Death, puffing at the doore,
            Blows all the dust about the floore:
But while he thinks to spoil the roome, he sweeps.10

We shall see in due course how much of Herbert’s thinking applies to 
the ground plane in Marriage.

Look for a moment at the version of Confirmation (Fig. 5) Poussin 
painted for Cassiano dal Pozzo. What more naïve and touching an ac-
count of childhood and coming-of-age do we possess? And does not 
everything depend here on the children’s mere standing, or drawing back 
from standing—and the marvelous hardness of the square and speckled 
stone beneath their feet? How tentative, how seemingly accidental, the 
positioning of bodies across the marble. . . Compare Chantelou’s Ordina-
tion (Fig. 6). What a hymn of praise to human ease and stability! What a 
summa of bare feet on mud! With the painting’s architecture employed 
above all to extend and perfect the apostles’ verticality—the belonging 
of men to the great world above. Or, deepest and most astounding of 
pictures, Cassiano’s Eucharist (Fig. 7). No foreground floor in painting 
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Fig. 5. Nicolas Poussin, Confirmation. Oil on canvas (ca. 1638–40). Collection of Duke 
of Rutland (on loan to Fitzwilliam Museum, Univ. of Cambridge). Photograph by Erich 
Lessing/Art Resource, NY.

Figure 6. Nicolas Poussin, The Sacrament of Ordination. Oil on canvas (1647). Edinburgh, 
Scottish National Gallery (Bridgewater Loan, 1945).
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has ever been so elaborately shadowed.11 No ground plane so dusty and 
grim. And surely no treatment of the human wish (and need) to lie down 
again at intervals, taking the weight off one’s feet for a while, on a little 
platform protected from Death’s puffing—no treatment I know of has 
ever caught more of that wish’s essential pathos. Fallen man, sleeping 
man, making himself a space of repast and festivity, on a second floor 
above the shadow play beneath. Notice, specifically with Marriage’s woman 
by the column in mind, Judas exiting toward the light at left.

• • •

A sacrament is a mystery. The original Greek word was misterion. A sacra-
ment is a sign—an “outward sign of inward grace, a sacred and mysterious 
sign or ceremony, ordained by Christ, by which grace is conveyed to our 
souls.”12 This is the classic definition. A sign of something hidden. A bodily 
and sensate sign, said the Council of Trent, in which the natural depen-

Fig. 7. Nicolas Poussin, Eucharist. Oil on canvas (ca. 1638–40). Collection of Duke of 
Rutland (on loan to Fitzwilliam Museum, Univ. of Cambridge). Photograph by Erich 
Lessing/Art Resource, NY.
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dence of man on the “corporeal and sense-perceptible”13—the phrasing 
is Thomas Aquinas’s, from the Summa Theologica—is admitted and put 
to use. A sacrament is a sign, or an outward form, that actually produces 
sanctity. It confers grace, it does not merely signify it. Much theological 
ink had been spilled on just this subject in the hundred years before 
Poussin took it up. Calvin and Luther were much on Romans’ minds.

A sacrament is a mystery, but also an institution. It is, or has become, 
a familiar human thing—a social occasion, an instrument of solidarity. 
All Poussin’s pictures respond to this. They are pictures of gatherings. 
They show the social world of early Christianity emerging. Sacraments, 
says The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, “are the means whereby 
the union of God and man consequent on the Incarnation is perpetu-
ated in Christ’s mystical Body of His Church, its members incorporated 
in Him, and through Him united to one another.”14 Partly the means 
of incorporation are miraculous—I shall come to that—but partly they 
are ordinary, “sense-perceptible.” Rituals are often ways of putting social 
differences aside. Some of the men to the right in Marriage, if we fol-
low the story of Mary that Poussin would have known, are disappointed 
suitors, rather reluctantly acknowledging Joseph’s victory. But they do 
acknowledge it. They have stayed around for the ceremony.

Sacraments, then, are social and natural facts. None more so than 
marriage, of course. “If any one shall say that matrimony is not truly and 
properly one of the seven sacraments of the Evangelical Law, instituted 
by Christ our Lord, but was invented in the Church by men, and does 
not confer grace, let him be anathema”: thus the Council of Trent.15 No 
prizes for guessing whom the cardinals had in mind. “No one indeed 
can deny,” said Luther, “that marriage is an external worldly thing, like 
clothes and food, house and home, subject to worldly authority, as shown 
by so many imperial laws governing it.”16 Or this, from Calvin’s Institu-
tions: “Lastly, there is matrimony, which all admit was instituted by God, 
though no one before the time of Gregory regarded it as a sacrament. 
What man in his sober senses could so regard it? God’s ordinance is 
good and holy; so also are agriculture, architecture, shoe-making, hair-
cutting legitimate ordinances of God, but they are not sacraments.”17

Architecture and agriculture, if not shoe making and haircutting, were 
things whose godliness and social dignity Poussin regularly celebrated. 
Does his stress on marriage as a quiet occasion in the provinces silently 
edge this one of God’s ordinances into the same conceptual space? 
Possibly. Others have thought so. M. Thuillier, spokesman of the great 
French rationalist tradition, ends his essay “Poussin et Dieu” with the 
following verdict: “The seventeenth century recognized the indispensable 
intervention of grace [in human affairs], which alone could transform 
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meditation on man and his destiny into prayer. Nothing indicates that 
Poussin had any such aspiration. Grace, in the strictly religious meaning 
of the word, seems truly absent from his work.”18

I wonder. “A sacrament,” wrote the Master of the Sentences, “is in 
such a manner an outward sign of inward grace that it bears its image 
and is its cause.”19 It bears its image—but what image, precisely? The 
Church has an answer it often repeats. Grace is conferred by Christ’s 
sacrifice on the Cross. “The efficacy of the sacraments,” says The Catholic 
Encyclopedia, “comes from the Passion of Christ.”20 Insofar as the Virgin’s 
promise to Joseph partakes of the sacramental, then, it must be because 
it figures forth proleptically the sacrifice to come. It takes place under 
the aegis of the Crucifixion. Under the aegis—or, this being Poussin, 
upon the ground.

I wish there were a way of knowing how many readers had noticed, 
before this moment when I point it out, that Mary’s betrothal takes 
place on the sign of the Cross. Because inevitably I have lost hold of how 
obvious or nonobvious the shape made in the foreground by the stones 
of the Temple flooring really is. What I can say is this. In all fourteen 
pictures of the sacraments, Cassiano’s series and Chantelou’s, there is no 
other moment when a hidden—mysterious—sign of Christ’s presence is 
so strongly, so centrally, asserted. Not to say there are no other myster-
ies. The E on the column in Ordination is the obvious example. But this 
is a mystery that declares itself as such. It is a public enigma, borrowed 
from Plutarch.21 It is not woven into the ordinary texture of the world. 
It is not the ground on which the action stands. There are other strong 
grounds, of course, in pictures from the Sacrament series—other church 
floors, even other pavements where light and dark slabs intersect to form 
crosses. But there is none like the Cross in Marriage—none that is put as 
our central way into perspective, none cleared so much of figures and 
obstructions, none so little offset by other geometries in the marble. It is 
a bold, didactic stroke. Once seen, the picture becomes more ominous. 
I would say the Cross is the chief of ways—and they are many—in which 
Poussin marks this Marriage off from his treatment of the subject ten 
years earlier (Fig. 8). Everything in the picture for Cassiano had been 
more worldly and courtly—but nothing more so than the green and 
brown marquetry under foot.

The Cross is decisive. It offers us—geometrically, physically—a royal 
way into the scene, and a ground of understanding. It is entirely like 
Poussin, in my view, to risk, in this last of his sequence, making the 
Master of the Sentences’ theology materialize in front of our eyes. “A 
sacrament,” to repeat, “is in such a manner an outward sign of inward 
grace that it bears its image and is its cause.” It bears its image. And 
where else, for Poussin, but literally on the ground?
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It follows—this is also Poussin to a T—that putting the Cross on the 
ground is a way of literalizing what the Cross means in relation to Mary. 
It tells us that Mary’s betrothal to God, which we see happening—more 
on this in a moment—will end with Mary’s mourning over God’s dead 
body. And this too the Cross’s placement makes plain. It is lying hori-
zontally, with the hem of Mary’s garment just touching one side of its 
upright. Mary is kneeling. The Cross stands in spatially—materially—for 
the broken Pietà to come.

The Cross is decisive, and yet my first uncertainty about viewers’ ac-
tual apprehension of it still stands. It is the ground of a reading, but is 
it noticeable? Has not Poussin done an extraordinary amount to make 
its central organizing power less coercive? Shadows fall in the other 
Sacraments, naturally. But in no other painting do they fall so dramati-
cally across a foreground pattern, following a contrary logic to that of 
the floor itself. Nowhere else do shadows cast by figures interfere so 
palpably with the normal job of light and shade in painting as Poussin 

Fig. 8. Nicolas Poussin, Marriage. Oil on canvas (c. 1636–38). Collection of Duke of Rutland 
(on loan to Fitzwilliam Museum, Univ. of Cambridge). Photograph by Eileen Tweedy/
The Art Archive at Art Resource, NY.
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understood it—the job of shaping and clarifying, of making “apparent,” 
of expounding and stilling a particular state of affairs. The Cross sets 
out the right-angled orderliness of things, which so much else in the 
picture reiterates. But the shadow obscures it with diagonals. It sews the 
Cross back into the world.

There is, in a word, a tug of war in the painting’s structure between 
strong symmetries—the Cross on the floor, whose lines lead off in strict 
perspective to a vanishing point just above Joseph’s head—and a left-to-
right movement, a Fall, of light. The femme-colonne is clearly bound up 
with this. I do not think she would hold our attention in the way she 
does if she did not in some sense sum up—figure, concentrate—the 
whole diagonal force of light across the symbolic foreground. But put 
her aside for the moment, and look instead at the strange symmetry 
and asymmetry built into the very center of the action.

The question, to put it crudely, is who, in this picture of Mary’s be-
trothal, is being betrothed to whom? Painters have ways of making such 
things clear if they wish. Consider the Cassiano Marriage, for example. 
The question never comes up. Mary is Mary, on one side of the central 
trio, and Joseph is equal and opposite holding her hand. His rod flow-
ers discreetly. Between the two stands (not kneels) the priest, strongly 
marked as such, with cope and miter. He is the center of the center, 
erect, with a hand on each contracting party. In the Chantelou Marriage, 
almost every term here has been changed. Opposite and equal to Mary 
is a white-bearded, white-haired man, seated (not kneeling) on a low 
throne. The throne’s gold back is partly obscured by the similar gold 
of a serving boy’s chalice and ewer. The old man’s pose is wonderfully 
balanced and easy, abetted by the roll of his incandescent yellow robe. 
Light catches his sleeve and shoulder, repeating the white of his hair. 
One bare foot rests on the Cross.

The man is godlike. And of course we realize that he is, in the scene, 
God’s representative. He is the priest. He holds the Virgin’s hand, and 
Joseph, who is the man in the middle, is in the act, as I read it, of slip-
ping the ring on the Virgin’s finger. The three hands are a tour de force 
of foreshortening, and I cannot be sure of Joseph’s precise gesture. But 
the man in the middle is undoubtedly Joseph. He it is who holds the 
flowering rod; and he wears a wreath of flowers in his hair to answer 
Mary’s. His toga is exquisite and festive, catching and diffusing the light 
as if it were shot silk.

However many times I have looked at this group over the years, there 
still recurs the moment of slight bewilderment when again I register the 
fact that the man in the middle is not the person joining Joseph’s and 
Mary’s hands. It is an astounding turn—a torquing of symmetry whose 
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strangeness never quite goes away. And the idea, by the look of it, came 
late. If we go along with Pierre Rosenberg in thinking a drawing in the 
Louvre (Fig. 9) perhaps a first, later abandoned, try-out for the Marriage 
of 164822—notice the column and its flanking figures at left—then it is 
striking that in it the priest is still firmly in charge. And no one is kneel-
ing, by the way. The Roman imperial tone is overwhelming. Betrothal 
takes place in a portico, as an important public matter. Columns magnify 
the human drama. The world of the marriage sarcophagi is close.

So the idea of rearranging the central trio occured late on. And it 
seems to have been associated with a slight turning aside from the initial 
courtliness and Romanitas of the picture done for Cassiano—apparently 
Chantelou told Poussin specifically that Marriage was the one of the 
earlier series he liked least—toward something more orthodox, more 
Catholic. I take the asymmetry of the central trio to be expressive of 
two solid post-Tridentine points: one, deriving from Paul, indisputable; 
the other, subject to differences of opinion among the Schoolmen, 
and still in doubt in Poussin’s time. First, that matrimony is “a figure 
of the union of Christ and His Church, according to the words of the 
apostle”: thus the Council of Florence.23 “Marriage,” to quote a much 
later Pope, “has God for its Author, and was from the very beginning a 
kind of foreshadowing of the Incarnation . . . .”24 Mary in particular is 
the bride of Christ. Her marriage crystallizes what marriage always is, 
conceived as a sacrament as opposed to a social arrangement:

So ought men to love their wives as their own bodies [this is the 
classic passage from Paul]. He that loveth his wife loveth himself.
For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and 
cherisheth it even as the Lord the church:
For we are members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones.
For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be 
joined unto his wife, and they two shall be one flesh.
This is a great mystery: but I speak concerning Christ and the 
church.25

Mysterious the point may be, but I believe Poussin’s setup was meant to 
enforce it: that in Mary’s case, above all others, the symmetry in marriage 
is between her and the figure of the Church, and it is the Church she 
takes as her bridegroom. Joseph is just the mediator.

But marriage is an exceedingly strange sacrament, the theologians 
concede, and there may be a further idea in play. For in a sense, theo-
logically, it is Joseph who administers the sacrament in this case, not 
the priest. Many were the disputes among the Fathers, it turns out, as 
to whether the presence of a priest was at all necessary in the marriage 
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ceremony. The Council of Trent put a stop to such doubts. But even 
the Council admitted that the priest’s blessing was, sacramentally speak-
ing, an added extra. For matrimony, to quote the Dictionary again, “is 
accounted peculiar among the sacraments in that the parties themselves 
are ministers, the priest being only the appointed witness.”26 Or this, 
from Petrus de Palude: “The essence of marriage consists in the mutual 
consent, which the parties mutually express; this consent confers the 
sacrament and not the priest by his blessing.”27

It is a subtle shift of emphasis, but you can see it is potentially a danger-
ous one. The cardinals anathematized those who said that all Christians 
were capable of administering all the sacraments, but they were forced 
to admit, on Aquinas’s authority, that marriage was an exception. The 
priest ought to be there, but he did not confer grace. I believe Pous-
sin’s staging intimates as much. And do not take these issues as simply 
beyond most viewers’ ken. Bernini, when he saw the painting, after a 
little while said: “It is Saint Joseph and the Virgin. The priest, he added, 
is not dressed as a priest. I replied to him [it is Chantelou speaking] 
that it was before the establishment of our religion. He responded that 
nevertheless there were great priests within Judaism.”28 At the very least 
this exchange is proof that Bernini understood that the priest’s not 
quite being a priest in Marriage had strange effects. The lack of clues 

Fig. 9. Nicolas Poussin, The Marriage of the Virgin. Pen, brown ink, brown wash (later 
1640s). Paris, Musée du Louvre. Photograph by Michèle Bellot. ©RMN-Grand Palais/
Art Resource, NY.
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in people’s costume, I think, was seconded by the lack, or suppression, 
of clues in their placement.

• • •

At the center of the picture, then, there is symmetry and asymmetry. 
There are both. Neither principle wins out. Formally, geometrically—as 
an arrangement of forms on a surface—the group of three figures is 
naively balanced and rectilinear, its edges tied into a rough quadrilateral. 
It echoes and concentrates the architecture of the room. The priest and 
Mary, sitting and kneeling, are cognate shapes, part mirror image, part 
free repetition. Eventually, with Bernini, we may come to feel the way 
this equilibrium goes on pulling against the real-world picture of who is 
doing what to whom. But the firm structure is capable of reasserting itself.

The same is true of the Cross on the floor. The Cross is central, and 
its symmetry is enforced, quietly, by the fact of its coincidence with one-
point perspective. Perspective wants us, as viewers, exactly in line with 
the Cross’s upright. But the Cross is presented to us as anamorphosis, 
so sharply foreshortened that perhaps we never quite “see” it, stably, as a 
Cross; and the anamorphosis is crossed, in turn, by the fall of light from 
the left. The Cross will always call us back to the three hands touching; 
but the light will lead us to where it comes from.

So here we are in the space to one side of the column. And here I 
shall stay, essentially. It is the femme-colonne who for me is the picture’s 
presiding deity. And like all such deities, she is mysterious. She is veiled. 
What she is—what she stands for—is a matter of interpretation. I shall 
try to keep interpretation from running wild.

The space to the side of the column at left is narrow—remarkably 
narrow considering its effect on us. It is less than a fifteenth of the 
painting’s width. What attracts our attention is the figure, obviously, but 
also the strangeness and vividness of the form immediately to the left 
of the figure, drawn along the painting’s outer edge. It is the opening 
of a window—the embrasure, not the window itself. (It is a window not 
a door, incidentally. The bottom sill is sharply described. A window, I 
think, to the other three apertures’ doors—though we cannot be sure, in 
fact, what happens to the openings in the rear where they are hidden by 
the crowd.) Light streams through the left-hand window unobstructed. 
Light in the abstract, light as unstoppable energy, trapped immediately 
in the folds of the standing figure’s veil. The segment to the left of the 
column is a space of luminosity: hard edged and electrifying, with the 
light crystallized into a figure. Crystallized seems the right word. The 
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folds of the figure’s veil and palla are sharp, almost starchy. She is made 
of cut glass.

All of this, surely, opens the figure to two kinds of intuitive under-
standing: two first rough feelings about what she is of. She is—simply 
by token of her marginality and incompleteness—the figure who stands 
outside the feast, who does not fit in. A constant and necessary figure 
of myth and fairytale. Penia (Poverty) at the edge of Aphrodite’s birth 
celebrations; the forgotten relative at the little princess Aurora’s christen-
ing, bringing the gift of Death. She is the figure of apartness, in other 
words, of that which always threatens the togetherness of the group. But 
she is equally the figure of illumination—of light coming in from the 
left. Morning light, presumably—light from the east, if you think about 
the most likely geography, with the sun still rising. And this could be 
reconciled fully with the story of Mary. Richard Crashaw rings changes 
on the metaphor of the sun-filled window in his “Hymn to the Virgin,” 
published, as it happens, in the same year Marriage was completed. 
Of course Crashaw’s diction is florid. The first Eve’s error would have 
brought us all eternal Death, he says,

             had not thy healthfull womb
The world’s new eastern window bin
And given us heav’n again, in giving HIM.
Thine was the Rosy DAWN that sprung the Day
Which renders all the starres [Eve] stole away.29

“The world’s new eastern window bin . . . .” It is a strained conceit—but 
it could be that Poussin, in his very different idiom, is repeating it. The 
space to the side of the column, in other words, may be fully part of 
the story of redemption. We shall see.

The figure intersected by the column had been brewing in Poussin’s 
imagination for many years. Two previous appearances seem to me 
crucial. In the Triumph of David (Fig. 10) done in the early 1630s—not 
indisputably Poussin’s work, but I think it is—a young and festive pro-
totype of the figure crops up at top left. She is bareheaded, climbing 
the steps to the temple. Notice her bare heel. She is set in front of an 
elegant archway, silhouetted against the leaves of a tree outside the 
gate, and a glimpse of sun. She proves, at least, that there is nothing 
necessarily ominous about cutting a figure in two. And yet the idea is 
associated, in Poussin’s mind, with the ominous. The real germ of the 
figure in Marriage, as I have said, seems to me the Judas in Cassiano’s 
Eucharist—framed in the same kind of abstract light box, but this time 
exiting toward the world. The femme-colonne is Judas’s negative: she is 
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turned the other way, and seemingly engaged in the drama in front of 
her. But she partakes of Judas’s outsidedness. These cut-off figures in 
Poussin occur invariably on the left. They tend to be a little sinister.

Poussin’s drawings for the Marriage pictures—there are five of them, 
and in several cases it is not quite clear whether they were steps on the 
way to Cassiano’s painting or Chantelou’s—are all marvelous and instruc-
tive. The one closest to the Edinburgh picture, now in the Louvre (Fig. 
11), alerts us to how gray and steely the atmosphere of the painting 
would have been had not Poussin decided to open the back wall of the 
anteroom to the world outside. The artist is working hard in the draw-
ing at the pattern on the pavement, and the idea of the Cross has still 
not come to him. For the moment, the femme-colonne is a shadowy aside.

Real work on the woman-column idea seems to have begun years 
earlier, in two drawings (Figs. 9 and 12) that perhaps are afterthoughts 
from the Cassiano series, as opposed to sketches directly tied to Chan-
telou’s. In both drawings the figure at the column is male—costume 
and haircut declare that. And he has a female companion, a kind of 
completion of his figure, on the other side of the column. He embraces 

Figure 10: Nicolas Poussin, The Triumph of David. Oil on canvas (ca. 1632–33). London, 
Dulwich Picture Gallery. ©RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY.



new literary history244

Fig. 12. Nicolas Poussin, The Marriage of the Virgin. Pen, brown ink, brown wash (ca. 
1638–40?). Paris, Musée du Louvre. Photograph by Michèle Bellot. ©RMN-Grand Palais/
Art Resource, NY.

Fig. 11. Nicolas Poussin, The Marriage. Pen, brown ink, brown wash (ca. 1647). Paris, Musée 
du Louvre. Photograph by Jean-Gilles Cerizzi. ©RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY.
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the column—firmly, almost passionately, as if it were a substitute for the 
woman it separates him from. The column is phallic—this does seem the 
point at which the Freudian cliché is appropriate. It is a magnification, 
an idealization, of the man’s energy and uprightness. We have no doubt 
that soon the man will be married himself. Again, as with Judas, the 
change of sex in the final painting—I take it we never escape from the 
conviction that the femme-colonne is a woman—changes the figure’s whole 
tonality. But figure and column are still deeply linked. They are parts 
of a whole. One does not have to cling to the other for that to be true.

Parts of what whole, then? What, finally, do I think Poussin did with his 
strange device? Let me return, before I give an answer, to the theology 
of the marriage sacrament. What I now have to say about it has already 
been intimated by Calvin’s sarcasms on the subject of shoe making and 
haircuts. For marriage, as the Fathers knew, was the most worldy—the 
most fleshly—of the sacraments. It had to do with sex—with passion, 
with procreation. “We do not deny,” said Innocent IV, “that carnal mar-
riages are to be contracted, according to the words of the Apostle.”30 And 
indeed Paul could hardly have been more insistent on the physicality of 
the sacrament. “For no man ever yet hated his own flesh, but nourisheth 
and cherisheth it . . . . For this cause shall a man leave his father and 
mother, and [cleave unto] his wife, and they two shall be one flesh.”31 
This is a great mystery, says Paul, “but I speak in Christ and the Church.” 
Paul may, certainly, but do the actual contracting parties? The whole 
theology of marriage is haunted by the suspicion that this is not what 
they are here for. Marriage, say the Fathers, is the moment at which we 
call on God’s grace to subdue desire—to put a stop to the impulse that 
fires the young man embracing the column. But the paradox is inescap-
able. Marriage is carnal. The impulse is necessary to it. Marriage is about 
perpetuating the species. Poussin confirms this, quietly. On the other side 
of the column at left is a naked child, seemingly wanting to be picked 
up by its mother. And over further to the right, just behind the Virgin’s 
train, is a beautifully laconic baby in a basket. The light is touching its 
pudgy cheeks and snub nose. Faint pink against neutral brown. The baby 
could care less about the ceremony. It looks the other way.

I think this is the context in which the woman by the column will 
come to make best sense. Marriage as wordly, in other words, but also 
marriage as a mystery. Marriage as flesh, marriage as grace. I shall reflect 
on the figure within this frame, starting from things already established. 
This will involve my playing constantly from now on, I warn you, on the 
double meaning of “figure” in the English language: figure meaning 
body, but also meaning metaphor or trope—to quote the dictionary, 
“that which figures something more than, and different from, itself.” 
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(Or Paul again, talking of God’s presence in the world: “Now all these 
things happened to them [the Israelites] in figure.”32) Of course the 
“more than itself” the dictionary talks of is central to the femme-colonne. 
It was what kept Bernini looking.

The femme-colonne is a figure of light. She traps light in her folds. She 
is light personified, but the personification participates in the mystery 
of the thing in question. She is a figure, but she has no face. And the 
more we look, the more we realize she has no body—or no body articu-
lated, indicated, under the folds of drapery. We make a body out of the 
folds, immediately, irresistibly; but how we do it, what clues exactly we 
are responding to, becomes less clear as we go on. Compare the folds 
of the priest in yellow and white, where every twist and declivity defines 
the musculature within. The femme-colonne is a figure of light but also of 
darkness, of things veiled and obscure. Surely she is linked in Poussin’s 
mind with the emblem of Prophecy he had done for Richelieu’s Holy 
Bible in 1641. “To see God only, I goe out of sight.”33 She partakes of a 
similar unnerving power.

And she partakes of the power of painting. Again, remember Bernini. 
At one side of the painting we are offered a tantalizing incompleteness, 
a figure without a face; and therefore the figure—the whole left edge of 
the painting—offers itself as an invitation to reading, to seeing a set of 
marks as something. And therefore the set of marks, and the mind’s odd 
way with them, are brought to the surface of perception. The closer we 
go, the more spellbindingly abstract seem the building blocks of Pous-
sin’s illusion. The woman is a figure of the arbitrariness of painting’s 
means, its basic codes: light versus dark, concave versus convex, salience 
versus declivity. The column only polarizes the opposites into a single 
geometrical form. So that the figure next to it comes to stand, finally, 
for nothing less than the unstoppable tendency we all have, as viewers, 
to make the elementary binaries generate things. Things like us. Bodies 
obscured by drapery. Bodies with eyes.

There is something uncanny to this, I feel—especially to the certainty 
we have that the figure is looking. She has no face, but she is the very 
figure of attention. Bernini, according to Chantelou, particularly admired 
the nobility and attentiveness of the women and girls in the scene, and 
specifically “celle qui est à moitié d’une colonne.” This seems to imply 
that the woman too is admired for her attention, her concentration on 
what is happening. Benjamin at one point in On Some Motifs in Baudelaire 
quotes a wonderful, difficult saying of Novalis: “Perceptibility is an atten-
tiveness.”34 I take this to mean that in order truly to see something—to 
give it perceptibility—we lend it also a kind of attentiveness. Poussin’s 
woman seems a figure of that. Novalis’s saying is followed in Benjamin 
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by the famous formulation: “To experience the aura of an object we look 
at means to invest it with the ability to look back at us.” But this does 
not mean the object—or the person—will choose to do so. She could if 
she wanted to, but here, of course, there are far more important things 
for her to fix on. She is the one of all the spectators, we are convinced, 
who looks hardest at the miracle. She is the “viewer” personified. Not 
the viewer at the center of things, placed there by perspective, following 
the lines of the Cross, but the viewer who follows the left-to-right path 
of illumination—a pair of eyes that comes in with the light.

It is uncanny, this attentiveness. Maybe the child on the other side 
of the column, running to mother, recoils from it in fear. The woman 
looks but she is veiled. What she sees, she sees darkly. She looks ahead, 
in the way of Poussin’s Prophecy. What stretches before her is the shape 
of things to come. And what is that but death, after all—the death pre-
figured in Mary’s joining of hands with God. The femme-colonne is half 
cut off by darkness. Maybe she is a prefiguration of that other column 
at which Christ would be tortured and mocked. She, surely, has noticed 
the Cross on the ground.

• • •

But lastly and triumphantly, it seems to me, the femme-colonne is a figure 
of the human. Here is where we return to Poussin’s anthropology—his 
sense of what makes the human body distinctive. What matters most 
about the woman at the column, in my view, is simply the fact that she 
is upright. She is the figure of standing—of standing alone in the world. 
The column is that uprightness abstracted. It lends the woman massive-
ness, and makes her immoveable. But of course it intercepts her, hides 
her, turns her into a cipher. This is Poussin’s deepest thinking. The 
body’s uprightness is the clue to its force, but also to its vulnerability 
and strangeness—its perpetually unfinished quality. Here is the clue, 
perhaps, to humanity’s whole way with clothing. The upright body is 
uniquely exposed. It needs concealment. Poussin is the great painter of 
“drapery,” because he intuits how much of the social and sacred depend 
on it—on this provision of alternative skin. So it is fitting that the woman 
at the column should be nothing but drapery, nothing but folds. Her 
immense dignity and self-possession are confirmed—doubled—by the 
way her nothing-but-folds is contrasted to the nothing-but-flesh of the 
little boy on the other side of the column. The boy’s littleness, and his 
one-foot-off-the-ground imbalance, only go to make clear—to magnify—
her tallness and stability. She too, by analogy, could be in motion—but 
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a grand, slow, balanced, sweeping-forward motion, like the movement 
of attention itself.

The femme-colonne—this seems to me the fundamental fact about her—
exists in the narrow space to one side of the sacred drama. This does not 
mean she can never be made part of it—think of Crashaw’s “new eastern 
window”—but it will always be the case that any such reading strains 
against the simple fact of separateness, of incompleteness. She is set to 
one side, but (in this the opposite of her double to the right) she does 
not register as something merely subordinate to the center—something 
dark, recessive, diminished by its outsidedness. On the contrary. She is 
dominant, bristling with energy—the energy of photons—instinct with 
life. She can see the whole room.

I think we should hold onto the fact that Poussin took a decision here 
(as he did not in any other Sacrament) to mark a space apart from the 
sacred, and have it be occupied—have its marginality be animate, em-
bodied. The femme-colonne, dare I say it, is all that is mortal in opposition 
to the reach of the Cross. She is the profane, she is the fleshly—all the 
more so for keeping flesh so completely under wraps. This is why the 
fancy—of course it can be no more than a fancy, floating against the 
current of the painting’s left-right flow—that her attention may actually 
be going in the opposite direction to the sacred will never quite go away. 
For formally, empirically, we are given just enough information by her 
drapery for it to be an entirely possible reading that she is looking off 
to the left, through her veil, out the incandescent window. She is, as we 
have seen, in some sense an emanation of the light flooding in through 
the rectangle at the extreme picture edge. The rectangle actually touches 
her—she is its continuation. Could she not be turning towards it and 
feeling its warmth, her head slightly tilting upward to answer the light’s 
fall from above? Is her veil half-transparent, then, and mostly the color 
of morning sun?

Well no, not quite. The possibility seems to me no more than that; 
and to actualize and insist on it is, I think, to get the ethical balance of 
the painting wrong. The sacred commands attention here; the center 
does hold. Nonetheless it is entirely typical of Poussin that he should 
finally—in this last done of the Sacraments—make such a space for the 
human, apart from the drama of grace.

• • •

A space for the human. This leads to the following thought. Perhaps 
it is because the painting establishes the space to the left of the column 
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as so fully a creaturely realm that its other outsides and margins come 
to take on such resonance. I mean in particular the spaces outside the 
doors in the Temple’s back wall—the glimpses of the city, the city gates, 
the palms and cloudscape and flash of sun beyond. Through the door 
that is closest to the femme-colonne one is given the sight of a characteristic 
piece of Poussin architecture: a delicately articulated cube, with simple 
cornice, pilasters with Corinthian capitals, shallow blind niches. I see 
it, with my rough knowledge of Roman building types, as a tomb—but 
a Roman tomb, a civic and public monument to a life spent in good 
standing.35 And beyond the tomb is another column, to echo and answer 
the one in the foreground. No doubt the distant column gently seconds 
the idea that columns in architecture always have the form of the body 
embedded in them. For this column has a capital, and even a caput to 
match. And the sphere itself—the ideal Form that the capital is there 
to uphold—is the same gold color, the same light-catching gilt, as the 
veil concealing the woman’s head.

The world outdoors in Marriage is instinct with life. And it too, like 
the space to the side of the columns, is peopled. Its inhabitants are tiny, 
but perceptually right at the heart of things. As far as it is possible to 
reconstruct the picture’s elusive mathematics, the inch-high figure in 
the street outside the central doorway, wearing a white toga, is placed 
just at the point where the picture’s beam and paving lines converge. 
I shall stop myself from entering in general into the question of Pous-
sin’s delight, as a painter, in figures like this—tiny, fixating miniatures 
of the human, time and again played off against great figures in the 
foreground. Let me simply say that they occupy a place in his pictorial 
thinking almost as important, at moments, as uprightness and standing.36 
The miniature—at times, almost the imperceptible—is for him a kind 
of counterpoint to the upright and columnar close by. Making bodies 
small means seeing the pathos of their verticality—seeing them as parts 
of a world. All of this thinking is in play here, I feel. The human world, 
as Poussin understands it, is a series of boxes: the temple within the city, 
the city within the desert. The sacred is one such enclosure—necessary, 
it seems, but always opening onto the civic, the natural, the everyday.

You will have noticed that my interpretation of The Sacrament of Mar-
riage ultimately turns on what is not part of the scene straight in front of 
us. No doubt this is partly a matter of my own wishes. To be an atheist 
absorbed by the world of the Sacraments is, I am aware, to have ended 
in a strange place. But I do not regret the absorption, and I go on be-
lieving that Poussin’s paintings do give me such a place. We return, in a 
sense, to the point made about Marriage right at the beginning: that of 
all Poussin’s paintings, it is the one in which space is most elaborately 
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compartmentalized. And this speaks deeply to its sense of life—of life’s 
dividedness, of the body’s necessarily occupying contradictory spaces, 
of there always being an outsider in the room.

This has nothing to do, finally, with the question of what Poussin may 
have believed. How deep were his reservations about the Catholic church 
of his time, whether some of his friends had tried to persuade him that 
Christianity was essentially an unfortunate stepchild of Stoicism, what 
the conversation was like at Cassiano’s table—about none of this are we 
likely ever to have good evidence.37 Doubters in the seventeenth century 
learned to cover their tracks. Only a fool would have risked actually stag-
ing such doubts in paintings having to do with the central mysteries of 
the faith. No—the question is not whether Poussin believed the sacred 
rites and institutions were capable of ordering human existence—I am 
sure that he did—but what he thought that existence was, and what in-
venting an order for it depended on. This always was his real concern. 
“Choses plus aparentes que les paroles.” The human animal in the full 
range of its being. Standing, falling, fearful, triumphant, attentive, look-
ing off stage. Keeping close to a column, sauntering with a friend in the 
street. Never more strangely and beautifully than here. 
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