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“A narrative picture should include some figure announcing and explaining to us what is 

taking place there; either beckoning to us with its hand to come and see; or warning us with 

angry visage and menacing eyes to keep away; or pointing to some danger or some marvel; or 

inviting us to weep or laugh together with them”. This quote was said by the “universal man” 

Leon Battista Alberti on narrative painting. Narrative paintings were seen to be only as an image 

that needed to look like a scene of a play. A Narrative painting had to be many figures interacting 

and telling a story. But why couldn’t a single nude figure be seen as a narrative? This question 

was presented by other artists and experimented with that same notion and proved that a nude 

figure could also be a narrative painting. The difference between a male nude and a female nude 

were distinguished and they were seen as complete opposites but they really do have more 

similarities. Narrative paintings and nude paintings share many similarities and this is proven in 

Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres’ Grande Odalisque. This painting compared to Jacques-Louis 

David’s Socrates at the Moment of Grasping the Hemlock share more similarities than most 

would think. These two paintings are placed in different genres but they can be described to have 

many different features in common. David’s Socrates at the Moment of Grasping the Hemlock 

painting is considered to be a history painting, which means it is a narrative piece because it 

shows a specific historical moment in time and Ingres’ Grande Odalisque is considered to be a 
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nude painting which would make is completely different to David’s painting but because it has 

narrative elements in the painting it then proves to also be a narrative piece. 

A narrative painting is a painting where the dominant feature is a story line. It shows an 

event in time happening. This is clearly seen in David’s Socrates at the Moment of Grasping the 

Hemlock painting. It shows the moment where Socrates decides to commit suicide because he 

was sentenced to death. Socrates had the choice of running away and living in exile but he chose 

to die to not give up on his philosophical beliefs and teachings. This piece was commissioned by 

Trudaine de la Sabliére who ended up giving David 10,000 livres for his work. David had the 

intention to just create this single event in time and have no other backgrounds. He wanted to 

show how much Socrates meant to his pupils and how they were there during his death. This 

image shows Socrates in a heroic light. His stature and how elevated he is shows that he is the 

main figure and that the importance is focused on him. David’s clear style of painting is shown 

in this piece, the limited figures, the stage like aspect, the boxed in feeling and the separate 

groups of figures. There is a lot going on with each figure but still it seems centered and the 

figures seem to flow through the scene. The eye of the viewer seems to follow the figures in each 

of their reactions to what Socrates is about to do. David shows Socrates as a muscular figure, 

showing the beautiful male figure, and he has Socrates twist his body making his body look 

strained and flexed. The cupbearer is also showing his muscular back making it look tense. It 

makes it seem like his duty in giving the poison to Socrates is hard on him. 

The male nude is Socrates even though he is covered in sheets; it is assumed that he is 

naked. The figure that has his hand on Socrates also has a much flexed arm. The bodies of the 
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figures are tensed and hardened but then Socrates still looks calm and relaxed. David wanted to 

show a difference in male bodies and how they can look. He shows the idealized male body in 

each of these figures, but he shows it in different ways. The figures have different positions and 

facial expressions to show despair but then Socrates is looking down on his subjects and making 

him the grand leader. The way Socrates’ body is positioned is a little awkward in the sense that it 

looks unnatural, his legs are facing one way but his torso is completely facing the viewer which 

just puts more pressure on how tensed the body must be. The contrast of his face being so 

relaxed, to his strong body makes him look that much more like a high authority figure. The 

smooth bodies of the figures also relates to the smooth surfaces in the background and the hard 

stone also makes the figures seem more like stone statues than human figures. This entire 

composition has a strong tone to it and for this narrative piece it works perfectly. The simple 

setting but the dramatic event fits well within the painting. 

The painting the Grande Odalisque by Ingres has a different approach to the single main 

figure. Ingres changed the concept of the classical figure of the ideal beautiful female to the 

idealized male figure. Ingres also changed the idea that nude paintings were completely different 

from narrative paintings. In this painting there is a single nude figure that takes up most of the 

space and the rest is covered with different oriental fabrics. Ingres “converted a subject drawn 

from classical antiquity into an oriental nude”. Ingres was inspired by Titian’s Venus of Urbino 

when he thought of a female nude lying on a couch with sheets lying over. He was inspired by a 

painting of what is supposed to be Venus like figure which makes it that much more different 

from the idea of the classical female nude. The decorative accessories around the figure show 

there is more to the painting than just a nude figure. Ingres starting to enforce the female nude, 
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he wanted to make the female figure the main focus, because before female nudes were just 

compliments to the male nude in a painting. Ingres changed that notion and turned painting 

female nudes into a work of art. In this painting there is a lot of oriental influence and the 

accessories around the figure show that there is story behind the figure. 

The fan and the pipe and even the head piece are very oriental influenced. The figure is 

not just another Venus inspired piece but there is a relationship between body and objects. The 

fabrics around her, are a contrast to her body, the folds on the fabric make her smooth body stand 

out more. Her long body also curves with the fabrics. This piece is also different from Venus 

paintings because of her gaze right at the viewer. Half of her face is shown the rest is heavily 

shadowed and her look is not an inviting one but she just looks aware that the viewer is watching 

her and she does not mind at all. This new way of painting women who seem powerful and 

comfortable with what they do and do not mind having people stare at them is extremely 

interesting because it gives a sense of fantasy to the viewer and makes the female a luxury to 

have and to see. 

David and Ingres are very different artists but yet there are similarities found in their 

paintings. Ingres’ Grande Odalisque has a different overall tone compared to David’s Socrates at  

the Moment of Grasping the Hemlock. The tone in the Grande Odalisque is more sensual and 

seductive while in Socrates at the Moment of Grasping the Hemlock the tone is tense and 

suspenseful because the moment of Socrates taking the poison is about to take place. The bodies 

in David’s painting are flexed and hard while in Ingres’ painting the figure is very much relaxed 

and her body is smooth and soft. The figures of these two paintings are completely differently 
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made but each main figure from these paintings demonstrates a sense of empowerment. Socrates 

is pointing upwards and looking down on his pupils making him more important than the other 

figures and showing is status compared to the others and in Ingres’ painting the female figure is 

looking right at the viewer making the audience seem a little intimidated by her. The fact that she 

seems so calm and so comfortable being completely naked to the viewer makes her seem in 

power and in charge. Her intense glare makes the viewer intimidated by her and Socrates in the 

painting by David also looks intimidating because all his pupils are in despair for the fact that 

they will lose him but his position of strong attitude can be intimidating. The different textures 

within each painting serve for the same purpose; they serve to relate the figures to the 

background textures. The fabrics in Ingres’ painting seem a little harder than the surface of the 

figure’s body giving that a great contrast but the way the fabrics fold relates to the folds in the 

figure’s body. The textures in the David painting are different the bodies of the figures are hard 

along with the background surfaces of the hard stone walls and floors. The textures put emphasis 

on the strength of the painting, and the intense moment that the painting is capturing. The most 

important comparison of both of these paintings is the fact that they can both be seen as narrative 

paintings. Ingres’ painting at first is not considered a narrative painting because there is no clear 

scene of a story being told but once the image is looked closely there is still a narrative. A 

narrative is more of an interpretation of any kind to a painting. Narratives can have a deeper 

meaning than just a scene of story, therefore a narrative painting can be very subject and 

interpreted any different way by the viewer. Ingres’ painting is a narrative because there is a story 

to this female figure, there is a theme through her accessories which is an oriental type theme. 

There is more to the female nude than her just lying there. The way she engages the viewer to let 

them see her in a natural sense and allowing anyone to know who she is tells the audience that 
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there is a story behind the figure, that there is more to her than just her lying comfortably in front 

of everyone. The story of her being somehow related to some oriental objects lets the viewer also 

know that she is uncommon and has experienced different things. The narrative story in David’s 

painting is clear and that is the story of Socrates death being told, giving that martyr and heroic 

status to Socrates. Ingres and David both proved that narrative paintings can be shown in two 

completely different ways but still have the same meaning of being a story of the figures within 

the painting. These two paintings share a lot more in common but they also are very opposite 

from one another but both paintings can still have different interpretations by the viewer. 

Narrative paintings are moments in time and both of these paintings share that common notion.  


