
• Welcome. This was going to be the last of my 230 talks on the History of 
Western Art. However, I just discovered over forty more talks I gave years 
ago and decided if I could give them completely automatically then I would 
add them to the history.

GENERAL REFERENCES AND COPYRIGHT

• My talks and notes are produced with the assistance of AI systems such as 
Claude, Perplexity, ChatGPT, Google Gemini and Microsoft CoPilot. 

• They are also based on information found on public websites such as 
Wikipedia, Tate, National Gallery, Louvre, The Met, Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, Khan Academy and the Art Story.

• If they use information from specific books, websites or articles these are 
referenced at the beginning of each talk and in the ‘References’ section of 
the relevant page. The talks that are inspired by an exhibition may use the 
booklets and books associated with the exhibition as a source of 
information.

• Where possible images and information are taken from Wikipedia under 
an Attribution-Share Alike Creative Commons License.

• If I have forgotten to reference your work then please let me know and I 
will add a reference or delete the information.

Dr Laurence Shafe   www.shafe.uk

This presentation uses AI tools: script drafted with Claude 
(Anthropic) and voice cloned with ElevenLabs. The art-
historical content and editorial judgement remain my own.
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• Welcome to the family in art, a tour through many famous 
and lesser know works selected to represent the theme of 
the family. This talk is given by a clone of my voice using 
ElevenLabs Version Three.

LIST OF KEY PAINTINGS
The Family as Propaganda:
Jan van Eyck (1390–1441), Arnolfini Portrait, 1434, National Gallery, London.
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/jan-van-eyck-the-arnolfini-portrait

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arnolfini_Portrait
Diego Velázquez (1599–1660), Portrait of the Infanta Margarita Teresa, 1656, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.
https://www.khm.at/en/objectdb/detail/2432
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margarita_Teresa_of_Spain

Francisco Goya (1746–1828), The Family of Charles IV, 1800, Museo del 
Prado, Madrid.
https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/the-family-of-
carlos-iv/f47898dc-ded9-4dba-9046-55f69590c37d
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_IV_of_Spain_and_His_Family
Édouard Vuillard (1868–1940), Family Portrait, 1895, Musée d'Orsay, Paris.
https://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/artworks/portrait-de-la-mere-de-lartiste-14905

The Family Meal:
Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), The Last Supper, 1498, Santa Maria delle 
Grazie, Milan.
https://cenacolovinciano.org/en/

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Last_Supper_(Leonardo)
Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c.1525–1569), The Peasant Wedding, 1567, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.
https://www.khm.at/en/objectdb/detail/2162

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Peasant_Wedding
Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin (1699–1779), Saying Grace, 1740, Louvre 
Museum, Paris.
https://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/saying-grace
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saying_Grace_(Chardin)

Paul Sérusier (1864–1927), The First Fruits, 1899, Musée d'Orsay, Paris.

https://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/artworks/premiers-fruits-352

The Family on Holiday:
Georges Seurat (1859–1891), Bathers at Asnières, 1884, National Gallery, 
London.
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-
asnieres
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bathers_at_Asni%C3%A8res

Georges Seurat (1859–1891), La Grande Jatte, 1884–1886, Art Institute of 
Chicago.

http://www.artic.edu/artworks/27992/a-sunday-on-la-grande-jatte-1884
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Sunday_Afternoon_on_the_Island_of_La_Gra
nde_Jatte

Mary Cassatt (1844–1926), The Boating Party, 1893–94, National Gallery of 
Art, Washington D.C.

http://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.53899.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Boating_Party_(Cassatt)
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Joaquín Sorolla (1863–1923), Children on the Beach, 1884, Museo del Prado, 
Madrid.

https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/children-on-the-
beach/1f0b3b02-f34a-4c6d-8215-eefbfa347ff6
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joaqu%C3%ADn_Sorolla
The Family and War:
Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640), The Massacre of the Innocents, 1611, Art 
Gallery of Ontario, Toronto.

https://ago.ca/collection/object/29462
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Massacre_of_the_Innocents_(Rubens)

Francisco Goya (1746–1828), The Third of May 1808, 1814, Museo del Prado, 
Madrid.

https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/the-3rd-of-may-
1808/6c58b7c5-4d1b-48a4-a997-c97d6fa6d40e
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Third_of_May_1808
Pablo Picasso (1881–1973), Guernica, 1937, Museo Reina Sofía, Madrid.

http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/artwork/guernica
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guernica_(Picasso)
Max Beckmann (1884–1950), The Departure, 1932–35, Museum of Modern 
Art, New York.
http://www.moma.org/collection/works/79368

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Departure_(Beckmann)
Käthe Kollwitz (1867–1945), The Children’s Crusade, 1939, Käthe Kollwitz 
Museum, Berlin.

https://www.kaethe-kollwitz.de/en/works
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/K%C3%A4the_Kollwitz
Amusing Takes on Family:

Henry Moore (1898–1986), Family Group, 1951, Museum of Modern Art, New 
York.

http://www.moma.org/collection/works/81749
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Family_Group_(Moore)

Mary Cassatt (1844–1926), Mother and Child, 1890, Wichita Art Museum, 
Kansas.
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Jan van Eyck (1390–1441), Arnolfini Portrait, 1434, National Gallery, London.

Step up close to this little oak panel and you enter one of art's great 
whodunnits. Giovanni Arnolfini, an Italian merchant grown rich selling silk in 
Bruges, poses with his wife among carefully planted clues: a single candle 
burning in broad daylight, oranges that cost a small fortune, and shoes kicked 
off to show this floor is special. And no, she is not expecting — she is simply 
holding up yards of fashionably enormous green gown. In the convex mirror 
lurk two tiny visitors, and above it van Eyck has written 'Jan van Eyck was 
here, 1434', like very posh graffiti. The little dog, painted almost hair by hair, 
stands for faithfulness. This is a family advertising itself: wealth, piety, 
respectability. Six centuries on, we are still gossiping about them — which is 
surely the point. Next, an English double act that out-puzzles even the 
Arnolfinis.

Notes

I begin with a painting from the 15th century. The Arnolfini Portrait depicts 
Giovanni di Nicolao di Arnolfini and his wife, believed to be pledging their 
marital vows. Its symbols, such as the convex mirror reflecting the couple, the 
dog symbolizing loyalty, and the lit candle signifying divine presence, all 

Jan van Eyck (1390–1441), 
Arnolfini Portrait, 1434, National 
Gallery, London



relate to the sanctity of marriage. It presents the family as an institution of 
wealth and morality. Though there are no children in the painting, the 
anticipation of future heirs ties it to ideas of family legacy and social status.

THE FAMILY AS PROPAGANDA
• Jan van Eyck (1390–1441) was a pioneering figure in the Northern 

Renaissance, renowned for his innovations in oil painting and extraordinary 
attention to detail. Working in the court of Philip the Good, Duke of 
Burgundy, Van Eyck elevated the status of portraiture and religious art. The 
Arnolfini Portrait (1434) is one of his most famous works, notable for its 
precise rendering of textures and use of light. This painting exemplifies Van 
Eyck’s mastery of oil technique, showcasing a complex use of perspective 
and symbolism, making it a cornerstone of his oeuvre and a masterpiece of 
Renaissance art.
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British School 17th Century, The Cholmondeley Ladies c.1600–1610, 88.6 x 
172.3cm, Tate

From one mysterious couple to two mysterious ladies — and what a pair! 
According to the inscription, these gentlewomen of the Cholmondeley family 
were born on the same day, married on the same day, and 'brought to bed' 
— gave birth — on the same day. Nobody knows who painted them, or even 
exactly who they were. Play spot-the-difference and the fun begins: they look 
identical, but peer closely and one has blue eyes, the other brown, and their 
lace and jewels differ in dozens of tiny ways. Their swaddled babies, wrapped 
tight as little parcels in matching red christening robes, stare out just as 
solemnly. Painted around 1600, it is really a celebration of dynasty: two 
mothers, two heirs, one triumphant family. The Tate has treasured it since 
1955, and visitors still argue over whether they were twins. Speaking of family 
showing off — meet a small Spanish princess with a big job.

Notes

THE FAMILY AS PROPAGANDA
• This double portrait makes me smile every time I see it because it reminds 

British School 17th Century, The Cholmondeley Ladies c.1600–1610, 88.6 x 172.3cm, Tate



• me of that children's puzzle, ‘Spot the difference!’ There is clue. An 
inscription bottom-left which reads, ‘Two Ladies of the Cholmondeley 
Family, Who were born the same day, Married the same day, And 
brought to Bed [gave birth] the same day’.

• The inscription suggests they are identical twins, but you will notice that 
their eyes are a different colour, the woman on the left and her baby have 
blue eyes while the one on the right and her baby have brown eyes, so they 
are not identical twins. 

• Many historians have researched the Cholmondeley family tree looking for 
twins, but none have been found. So, it is possible they are friends who 
shared a birthday and the coincidences mentioned resulted in this unusual 
double portrait to record them.

• This double portrait is a great favourite with the public, but we know very 
little about it. It is not mentioned in any catalogue of paintings until 1882
and we don’t know the artist or the sitters.

• Family group portraits typically used family crests, emblems and symbols to 
indicate identity and status, but none are found here. Their clothes are 
similar, but you will notice many differences in the detail. Their white faces, 
lack of modelling and any individual personality was common at this period. 
The pose of two women seated in bed, however, is not known in any other 
British painting although it has been found in tomb sculpture.

NOTES
• Cholmondeley is pronounced ‘Chumley’.

• One possibility is that the portrait shows two daughters of Sir Hugh and 
Lady Mary Cholmondeley – Lettice, first wife of Sir Richard Grosvenor, 1st 
Baronet (and mother of Sir Richard Grosvenor, 2nd Baronet), and Mary 
Calveley (died 1616), wife of George Calveley. It was first mentioned in a 
history of Cheshire in 1882.

• It is painted on four horizontally joined panels of oak. The panels are knotty 
and twisted and sawn tangentially suggesting a non-professional source, 
perhaps a local product from Cheshire.

REFERENCES
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-
art/1545

https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-

https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-britain/display/historic-early-modern-british-art/1545
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610


research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610

https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/tudor-stuart-technical-research/entries/cholmondeley-ladies-c1600-1610


Diego Velázquez (1599–1660), Infanta Margarita Teresa in a Blue Dress, 1659, 
127 × 107 cm, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna

Here is possibly the most glamorous school photo ever taken. Little Margarita 
Teresa, daughter of Philip IV of Spain, was promised in marriage to her uncle, 
Emperor Leopold I of Austria, and portraits like this were posted to Vienna 
every couple of years so her fiancé could watch her grow up — a 
seventeenth-century photo update. Velázquez, the king's painter and friend, 
dressed her in a shimmering blue gown stretched over a hooped frame so 
wide she could barely squeeze through a doorway. Look how loose and 
sketchy the brushwork is up close, yet from across the room it sparkles like silk 
— magic he perfected over a lifetime. She was about eight here; Velázquez 
died the following year, and this was among his last portraits. Margarita had 
already starred, aged five, in his masterpiece Las Meninas. From one royal 
child polished to perfection, we turn to a whole royal family — warts and all.

Notes

THE FAMILY AS PROPAGANDA
• This is Infanta Margarita Teresa in a Blue dress (1659) by Diego Velázquez 

Diego Velázquez (1599–
1660), Infanta Margarita 
Teresa in a Blue Dress, 1659, 
127 × 107 cm, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, 
Vienna



• (1599–1660), the leading painter of the Spanish Golden Age. As the court 
painter to Philip IV, Velázquez’s work demonstrates a refined use of realism, 
employing subtle brushwork to bring out the psychological depth of his 
subjects. This work, painted when Margarita (1651-1673) was eight years 
old, exemplifies Velázquez's ability to balance the propaganda value of the 
official portrait with the desire to show an individual with a lifelike 
immediacy.

• I introduce the idea of children. In this portrait, the child’s elaborate dress 
and regal bearing reflect her importance within the Habsburg family’s 
dynastic plans. The painting showcases the child as a symbol of future 
alliances between Spain and Austria, linking the painting to "The Family as 
Propaganda." 

• An amusing fact: Margarita’s iconic hair bows became so popular in Spain 
that they were nicknamed "Infanta" bows in her honour, showing how even 
royal fashion could be turned into propaganda.

• This portrait is part of a series depicting the young princess, who was 
promised in marriage to her uncle, Leopold I of Austria. She died in Vienna 
in 1673 when she was 22 during her seventh pregnancy. 
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Francisco Goya (1746–1828), The Family of Charles IV, 1800, Museo del 
Prado, Madrid

Fourteen royals in their Sunday best — and one cheeky extra. Lurking in the 
shadows on the left, behind a huge canvas, is Goya himself, borrowing the 
trick Velázquez played in Las Meninas. Goya flattered nobody: one later wit 
quipped that the family looks like 'the corner baker and his wife after winning 
the lottery'. Queen María Luisa stands firmly centre stage, because everyone 
knew she — not her amiable, clock-collecting husband — really ran Spain. 
And notice the young woman whose face is turned away: she is the future 
bride of Prince Ferdinand, who hadn't yet been chosen, so Goya simply left 
her features blank. A placeholder fiancée! Astonishingly, the royals were 
delighted with the picture, though Goya never painted them again. From a 
family performing power around a canvas, we go to a family gathered around 
something far more famous: a table.

Notes

THE FAMILY AS PROPAGANDA
• This is Francisco Goya's "The Family of Charles IV". A very different sort 

Francisco Goya 
(1746–1828), 
The Family of 
Charles IV, 
1800, Museo del 
Prado, Madrid



• of propaganda piece. The painting shows the royal family, including 
children, stiffly posed in a scene that emphasizes their wealth rather than 
their interpersonal connections. The subtle lack of affection between the 
figures contrasts with Goya’s typical emotional depth. It fits into "The 
Family as Propaganda," as it reflects the role of royal portraiture in 
maintaining an image of power and stability. Amusingly, Goya includes 
himself in the shadows on the left, painting the scene, a clever nod to his 
role in shaping how future generations would view the monarchy.

• Francisco Goya (1746–1828) was a court painter for the Spanish monarchy, 
capturing both its grandeur and fragility. Known for his intense emotional 
depth and complex compositions, Goya bridged the transition from the old 
masters to modern painting. His Family of Charles IV (1800) is both a lavish 
display of royal wealth and, intriguingly, a subtly satirical work. The portrait 
of Charles IV’s family, in all their finery, also suggests Goya’s critical take on 
the monarchy’s superficiality, with some historians comparing the family’s 
awkward arrangement to a wax museum.
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Francisco Goya (1746–1828), The Family of Charles IV, 1800, Museo del 
Prado, Madrid

The most famous meal in art — and very nearly the unluckiest. Leonardo, ever 
the experimenter, refused to paint in proper fresco on wet plaster because it 
dried too fast for his perfectionism, so he invented his own technique on a dry 
wall. It began flaking within twenty years. Since then monks have cut a 
doorway through Jesus's feet, Napoleon's troops used the room as a stable, 
and in 1943 a bomb demolished the roof — the painting survived behind 
sandbags and mattresses. Its latest restoration took twenty-one years, roughly 
seven times longer than Leonardo spent painting it. Look for the drama of a 
family argument at dinner: Christ has just said 'one of you will betray me', and 
thirteen pairs of hands fly up in protest, denial and — near Judas — a guiltily 
knocked-over salt cellar. From the holiest supper we head to the rowdiest: a 
Flemish village knees-up.

Notes

Leonardo da Vinci's "The Last Supper":
Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:

Francisco Goya (1746–1828), The Family of Charles IV, 1800, Museo del Prado, Madrid



• Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), one of the greatest artists of the Italian 
Renaissance, was known for his mastery of anatomy, perspective, and 
emotion. The Last Supper (1498), commissioned by the Duke of Milan for 
the refectory of Santa Maria delle Grazie, is one of his most iconic works. It 
represents the dramatic moment when Christ announces one of his disciples 
will betray him. Unfortunately, due to Leonardo's experimental techniques, 
the fresco began to deteriorate soon after it was completed.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• Although it depicts a religious scene, The Last Supper fits the "Family 

Meal" theme as it shows a communal meal shared among Jesus and his 
disciples, often seen as the symbolic "family" of Christianity. The painting is 
filled with symbolism, from the triangular composition of Christ, symbolizing 
the Holy Trinity, to Judas’ isolated position, indicating his betrayal. 
Amusingly, Leonardo allegedly used local villagers as models for the 
apostles, a practice that added both realism and relatability to this grand 
religious narrative.

REFERENCES
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Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c.1525–1569), The Peasant Wedding, 1567, 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.

Now this is a family party! The bride sits smugly beneath a paper crown, 
hands folded, forbidden by custom to lift a finger on her big day. But where is 
the groom? Nobody has ever agreed — some say he is the man filling jugs, 
others that tradition kept him serving guests, still others that he simply isn't 
there. The food — humble bread, porridge and beer — arrives on a door 
lifted clean off its hinges, carried like a stretcher. In the foreground a child in 
an oversized cap, complete with peacock feather, licks a bowl with total 
devotion. Bruegel's early biographer claimed the artist used to disguise 
himself as a relative and gate-crash real peasant weddings, bringing presents 
and taking notes. Whether true or not, no one ever painted a family feast with 
more affection. Next, dinner goes quiet: a French mother, two children, and a 
moment of grace.

Notes

THE FAMILY MEAL
Pieter Bruegel the Elder's "The Peasant Wedding":

Pieter Bruegel the 
Elder (c.1525–
1569), The 
Peasant Wedding, 
1567, 
Kunsthistorisches 
Museum, Vienna



Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:
• Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c.1525–1569) was a Flemish Renaissance painter 

known for his lively depictions of peasant life. His works often combined a 
humorous view of human folly with careful observation of everyday customs. 
The Peasant Wedding (1567) is one of his best-known genre paintings, 
capturing a rustic celebration with vivid detail and a lively sense of 
community. Bruegel’s unique ability to depict large crowds without losing 
individual character is particularly evident in this work.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• The painting is a boisterous portrayal of a peasant wedding feast, filled with 

food, drink, and merriment. At the center, a bride sits demurely while the 
other guests indulge in the feast. Children appear scattered throughout the 
scene, emphasizing the communal aspect of family and tradition. The 
painting fits perfectly into "The Family Meal" section, illustrating the joy and 
togetherness that mealtimes bring, even in humble circumstances. An 
amusing fact: Bruegel's paintings were so detailed that some scholars 
believe he may have hidden jokes and local gossips within his busy scenes!

REFERENCES
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Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin (1699–1779), Saying Grace, 1740, Louvre 
Museum, Paris.

After Bruegel's riotous banquet, Chardin turns the volume right down. A 
mother pauses over the soup while her youngest child, hands pressed 
together, stumbles through grace — and big sister watches to check it is 
done properly. Spot the toy drum hanging from the chair: the little one has 
been playing soldier all morning and must now sit still, a battle every parent 
knows. In an age when French painters filled canvases with goddesses on 
clouds and aristocrats on swings, Chardin quietly insisted that an ordinary 
family's supper deserved a place in the Louvre — and he was right, because 
that is exactly where it hangs. He worked at a snail's pace, muttering that 
paintings were made 'with feelings, not colours', and King Louis XV himself 
was presented with a version of this very scene. From a saintly-quiet French 
table, we cross the Channel for a Victorian birthday bash.

Notes

THE FAMILY MEAL
Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin's "Saying Grace":

Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin 
(1699–1779), Saying Grace, 1740, 
Louvre Museum, Paris



Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:
• Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin (1699–1779) was a French painter best 

known for his depictions of domestic scenes and still lifes. Chardin was 
unique among his contemporaries for focusing on simple, everyday 
moments, eschewing the grandeur and drama typical of 18th-century 
French art. Saying Grace (1740) is one of his most famous works, 
showcasing his talent for capturing the quiet dignity of daily life. The 
painting’s meticulous attention to detail and soft, diffuse lighting 
exemplifies Chardin’s ability to create depth and emotion in seemingly 
mundane moments.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• The painting shows a mother and her two children at a modest meal, 

pausing to say grace. The mother’s tender instruction and the children’s 
solemn response symbolize the moral and religious education that often 
took place within the family unit. As part of "The Family Meal" theme, this 
painting reflects the importance of mealtime as both a physical and spiritual 
ritual. Amusingly, Chardin’s works were so popular that the French 
government used them as part of a lottery system, where people could win 
the opportunity to buy his paintings—a testament to their widespread 
appeal.
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William Powell Frith (1819-1909), Many Happy Returns of the Day, 1856, Mercer 
Art Gallery, Harrogate

A Victorian birthday in full swing: the birthday girl sits crowned with flowers, 
wine is poured for the children (perfectly normal then, don't try it now), 
grandpa is nodding off at the end of the table, and toys lie abandoned under 
the chairs. Frith used his own wife and children as models, and cast himself as 
the proud father presiding over the feast. Here is the deliciously scandalous 
bit: while painting these hymns to cosy domesticity, Frith was secretly running 
a second household a mile away — around a dozen children with his wife and 
another seven with his mistress, whom he later married. He knew a thing or 
two about family logistics. The picture was a Royal Academy hit in 1856, when 
Frith was Britain's highest-paid artist. From birthday abundance we drop 
down the social ladder to a supper of potatoes.

Notes

THE FAMILY MEAL

THE REALITY OF PATERNALISM

William Powell Frith 
(1819-1909), Many 
Happy Returns of the 
Day, 1856, Mercer Art 
Gallery, Harrogate



• Here we see the develop of childhood as a special state being created 
through the celebration of a child’s birthday. It is called Many Happy Returns 
of the Day and ceremonies like this were introduced by the Victorians to show 
the milestones of childhood as important events to be recorded.

• In the place of honour sits the little girl, whose health is about to be drunk
and she has a large wreath fixed vertically to the back of her chair. The child 
was modelled by Frith's daughter and she is celebrating her sixth birthday. 
Her father is a self-portrait of the artist, and the grandmother is a portrait of his 
mother. The grandfather was modelled from an old man Frith found in a 
workhouse. The woman at the far left standing is probably a servant who is 
holding the girl’s presents and the table is waiting for the father to propose 
a toast to his daughter. The father is correctly waiting for the eldest male 
present to be given a glass so that he can take part in the toast. Although 
the young girl is at the centre of the painting and looks at us the gazes of 
the women direct our attention to the central pivot point of the social event, 
and the central person in a Victorian family, the father.

• It appears to be a happy family gathering but the reality was different. Frith 
led, what shall we call it, an unusual domestic life–he was married to Isabelle
and they had 12 children while a mile down the road he had a mistress called 
Mary Alford (pronounced 'al-fud') who was also his ward and nursemaid to the 
family who had another 7 of his children. Isabelle did not know about Alford 
until she caught Frith down the road posting a letter when he was meant to 
be in Brighton. In marked contrast to the upright Victorian family shown in 
this scene was the reality of adultery by the husband—we shall see the very 
different result of adultery by the wife in the next painting. 

• This painting was exhibited at the Royal Academy the day Alford’s first baby 
was born. When his wife, Isabelle died he married Mary Alford and the affair 
became public knowledge.

• This painting leads into an interesting talk about the Victorian concept of 
manliness but today I am talking about children. Let us next look at what 
happened to the children following adultery by the wife...

NOTES
• Manliness was a virtue and a form of control over maleness which was 

regarded as brutish. 

• Manliness incorporated spiritual belief and as husband and head of the 
family had extensive powers over all members of the family. The role has 



• been associated with that of the Roman pater familias. His duty was not only 
to exert control but to protect his wife and children. 

• Work was essential to achieve full masculine status and the aristocracy 
were regarded by middle-class men as idle and effeminate.

• Home and work were very different spheres and did not mix easily. Men 
who worked at home, such as writers and artists, therefore had their 
masculinity threatened. 

• Men reinforced their manliness by engaging in social activities with 
other men, including secret societies such as the Freemasons, and clubs. 

• In the second half of the nineteenth century the concept of masculinity 
shifted from a spiritual focus to a commitment to physical fitness. A 
healthy man was expected to have an educated mind and be physically fit. 
Towards the end of the nineteenth century there was a mania for sports 
and game playing. The athlete became the new hero of society. 

• In the second half of the nineteenth century masculinity also became 
associated with imperialism and the need to grow the Empire and 
subordinate non-western cultures. Military commitment and patriotism 
became a requirement of manliness and the ideal man was a hunter or 
explorer, self-sufficient and with a broad scientific knowledge. 

• Toughness, hardiness and endurance became associated with a change 
from richly coloured clothes to dark colours, straight cuts and stiff 
materials. British public schools were there to produce the ideal ‘son of the 
Empire’.

• The concept of masculinity changed over the Victorian period from Christian 
duty to hardiness. Victorians saw manliness as good as it controlled maleness 
which was brutish. Men increasingly formed secret societies to reinforce their 
manliness by bonding with other men. Manliness was associated with 
Christian belief. He was paterfamilias, head of the household but had a duty 
to rule and protect those he regarded as weak, his wife and children.

• John Tosh (British historian), A Man's Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class 
Home in Victorian England (1999) argues that of the masculine father’s options of 
being an absent father, tyrannical father, distant or intimate, the most common 
was distant because of the pressures men faced to be breadwinner and protect 
the family from the harsh realities of a corrupt world meant the need to create 
manly sons. This meant strict discipline and to avoid the personal distress this 
would cause upper middle class fathers sent boys away to public school be 



• bullied and beaten with no mother to turn to, in order to harden them into men 
who could also fulfil this function and show no sign of emotion.

• In the second half of the 19th century manliness shifted because of changes 
in society, partly influenced by Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) and its 
implications and Friedrich Nietzsche’s writing (including the famous saying 
‘God is dead!’, 1882). One consequence was a change from a spiritual 
stance to a commitment to physical health and ‘Muscular Christianity’ was 
created. The education of the mind was thought to require the education of 
the body. A fascination with health led to sports and game playing mania. 
The athlete was the new hero of society. By the end of the 19th century the 
British Empire was seen to be in danger and athletic public school boys were 
needed to save the Empire. Manliness became defined by imperialism and 
became military as well as hunters, adventurers and pioneers. Self-sufficiency, 
independence and scientific knowledge were important. Hardiness and 
endurance required dark clothes, straight cuts and stiff materials. 

• Samuel Smile’s (1812-1904) Self-Help (1857) sold 250,000 copies and argued for 
character, thrift, perseverance, civility, independence and individuality.

• Men were active in the public sphere unlike women. Work was crucial to 
achieve full masculine status, particularly for the middle-class.

• Home and work were separate spheres that never mixed and so men that 
worked at home, such as artists, feared their masculine status was threatened.

• The paterfamilias was the head of the Roman family. The oldest living male 
in the household. Had complete control of all family members. The powers 
weakened in the late Roman period and the power over life and death 
abolished. Women often remained part of her birth family and could take 
legal action on her own behalf.

• Frith is an artist best known for his large painting such as Ramsgate Sands
(1851-4) and Derby Day (1858). Many Happy Returns of the Day is typical of his 
domestic interiors. He grew up in Harrogate and entered the Royal 
Academy School when he was 19. Frith was a member of the Clique which 
included Richard Dadd and John Phillip. His principal influence was David 
Wilkie and his domestic interiors. He had already been successful with 
Ramsgate Sands in 1854. Derby Day followed in 1858. When Frith’s 
monumental canvas, The Railway Station went on show, at a gallery in the 
Haymarket, London, in April 1862, The Times reported that the artist had 
been paid the astonishing sum of £8,750 for it, while the Athenaeum put 
the total at 8,000 guineas, or £9,187 10s. He also used a photographer for 



• this painting (Samuel Fry). His popularity faded in the 1880s and he blamed 
the new Impressionists and the Pre-Raphaelites.

• This painting was acquired in 1951 by the Art Fund for £300 (total £400)
• The Scottish philosopher Thomas Carlyle wrote in ‘Characteristics’, The 

Edinburgh Review, 1831:
“The old ideal of Manhood has grown obsolete, and the new is still invisible 

to us, and we grope after it in darkness, one clutching this phantom, another that; 
Werterism, Byronism, even Brummelism, each has its day.” (The Sorrows of Young 
Werter was a loosely autobiographical novel by Goethe, he falls in love with a 
girl who marries another and Werter shoots himself to resolve the love 
triangle). ‘ ‘Mother Church has, to the most, become a superannuated Step-
mother, whose lessons go disregarded’

• Elaborate children’s birthday parties started in Germany as ‘kinderfeste’, 
with entertainment and games.

REFERENCES
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Gentlemen, 2001



Vincent van Gogh  (1853–1890), The Potato Eaters, Nuenen, April 1885, 82 ×
114 cm, Van Gogh Museum

Van Gogh wanted you to smell the steam and the soil. This peasant family in 
Nuenen eat the potatoes they grew themselves, and he was adamant about 
the point: he wanted to show people who had 'tilled the earth with the very 
hands they put in the dish'. He even boasted of painting it in the colours of 'a 
dusty, unpeeled potato'. Those knobbly faces and enormous knuckles were 
deliberate — honesty over beauty — but when his friend, the painter Anthon 
van Rappard, criticised the wonky anatomy, Vincent was so wounded that the 
friendship never recovered. Remarkably, years later, surrounded by his 
sunflowers and starry skies, Van Gogh still called this dark little canvas his best 
work. He sold almost nothing in his lifetime; today the family who could 
barely afford lamplight are among the most visited people in Amsterdam. 
Next, another farmhouse supper — with an unexpected guest at the door.

Notes

Depicted people, Cornelia van Rooij, Gordina de Groot, Antonie van Rooij
and Francis van Rooij

Vincent van Gogh  
(1853–1890), The 
Potato Eaters, 
Nuenen, April 1885, 
82 × 114 cm, Van 
Gogh Museum



• At the time, Van Gogh was living in Nuenen, a rural town home to many 
farmers, labourers, and weavers. He deliberately chose to depict peasants 
as they really were, selecting coarse and ugly models to capture their 
natural and unspoiled essence1. Van Gogh spent the winter of 1884-1885 
preparing for this painting by creating numerous studies of peasant heads 
and hands4.

• Composition and Technique
• The painting depicts five peasants gathered around a table for their evening 

meal of potatoes, illuminated by a single hanging lamp4. Van Gogh used 
earthy, dark tones to portray the harsh reality of rural life. He painted the 
figures with coarse faces and bony, working hands to emphasize their 
connection to the land and their honest labor2.

• Significance to Van Gogh
• "The Potato Eaters" held great importance for Van Gogh. He saw it as a 

showpiece and deliberately chose a difficult composition to prove his skills 
as a figure painter2. In a letter to his sister Willemina two years later, Van 
Gogh still considered it "the best thing I did"1. He believed the painting 
successfully conveyed the message that these people "have tilled the earth 
themselves with these hands they are putting in the dish... that they have 
thus honestly earned their food"2.

• Reception and Legacy
• Despite Van Gogh's enthusiasm, the painting was initially met with criticism. 

His friend Anthon van Rappard criticized a lithographed copy of the work, 
leading to a rift in their friendship3. Art dealers showed no interest in 
purchasing the painting3.

• However, over time, "The Potato Eaters" has become recognized as one of 
Van Gogh's masterpieces. It marks the beginning of his painting career and 
remains his only group portrait5. The work is now considered iconic, 
representing Van Gogh's early style and his deep respect for peasant life

REFERENCES
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Frederick George Cotman (1850-1920), One of the Family, 1880, 102.6 ×
170.2 cm, Walker Art Gallery

And here is that unexpected guest: a carthorse, poking his enormous head 
through the farmhouse door at suppertime, utterly confident of his welcome. 
The title asks the question and the horse answers it — after a long day pulling 
the plough, of course he is one of the family. Mother pauses with the joint of 
meat, the children reach up with bread, even the dog waits its turn; everyone 
in this harvest-time kitchen knows the pecking order, and the horse comes 
first. Cotman, great-nephew of the famous Norfolk watercolourist John Sell 
Cotman, painted this in 1880, and it has been a runaway favourite at 
Liverpool's Walker Art Gallery ever since — the sort of picture children drag 
their parents back to see. Sentimental? Gloriously. But it captures a truth: 
family is whoever turns up at your door expecting dinner. Next, a Parisian 
family lunch where the wallpaper nearly eats the diners.

Notes

• Cotman painted this romantic scene of rustic domestic life at the Black Boy 
Inn at Hurley on Thames. The farmer has just returned with his cart horse
and his wife is offering it some bread. The little girl wants to offer some 
bread as well but the boy is busy tucking in to his meat pie. 

Frederick George Cotman (1850-1920), One of the Family, 1880, 102.6 × 170.2 cm, Walker Art Gallery



• Frederick George Cotman was the nephew of the well known
watercolourist, John Sell Cotman. He was born into a family of artists who 
lived in Ipswich. He was linked to the Norwich School of painters as his 
include was one of its leading artists. He is best known for this painting 
which is one of about thirty he created over his career.
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Édouard Vuillard (1868–1940), Family Lunch, 1899, 58.2 × 91.8 cm, Musée
d'Orsay, Paris.

Look how the pattern takes over: wallpaper, tablecloth, dresses and dishes all 
dissolve into one flickering fabric, with the family stitched in almost as an 
afterthought. That was Vuillard's speciality — he was nicknamed an 'intimist' 
because he painted the private hum of rooms rather than grand events. There 
is a lovely reason for all that textile obsession: his widowed mother ran a 
dressmaking workshop in their Paris flat, so Vuillard grew up literally 
surrounded by bolts of patterned cloth and chatting seamstresses. He called 
his mother his muse, and he lived with her until she died — when he was 
sixty. Family lunch, for Vuillard, was not an occasional subject; it was daily life, 
observed a thousand times until he could paint its atmosphere from memory. 
From this snug, upholstered indoor world, we now fling open the doors and 
join the family on holiday, down by the river.

Notes

THE FAMILY MEAL
Édouard Vuillard's "Family Lunch":
Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:

Édouard Vuillard (1868–1940), Family Lunch, 1899, 58.2 × 91.8 cm, Musée d'Orsay, Paris



• Édouard Vuillard (1868–1940) was a French painter and a member of the 
Nabi group, known for his intimate domestic scenes. Vuillard often painted 
his family and close friends, using patterns and textures to create rich, 
immersive compositions. Family Lunch (1895) exemplifies his signature use 
of decorative elements, as he captures the everyday moments of his mother 
and sister in their home. Vuillard's work is characterized by its quiet beauty 
and deep emotional resonance, capturing the complexities of familial life 
without romanticizing them.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• The painting portrays Vuillard’s family in a simple, almost cluttered room, 

with his mother absorbed in household tasks. Though there is a sense of 
closeness, each figure is absorbed in their own world, reflecting the 
intimacy and isolation that can coexist within families. As part of "The 
Family as Propaganda," it contrasts with royal portraits by showing the 
everyday reality of domestic life. Vuillard's use of patterns and soft lighting 
lends the painting a dreamlike quality. Anecdotally, Vuillard was famously 
reclusive, preferring the company of his mother, whom he lived with for 
much of his life—a testament to the influence of family on his work.
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Georges Seurat (1859–1891), Bathers at Asnières, 1884, National Gallery, 
London.

A scorching Sunday on the Seine, and the working families of Asnières have 
downed tools. Seurat was only twenty-four when he painted this enormous 
canvas — two by three metres of shimmering heat — yet the Salon jury 
rejected it, so he showed it with a scrappy new artists' collective instead. Look 
at the boy in the water, hands cupped round his mouth, bellowing across the 
river like every child at every swimming spot in history. In the background, 
factory chimneys smoke away: these are labourers' sons cooling off within 
sight of the works. Seurat painted it in careful strokes, but a few years later he 
went back and added dots of colour to the boy's red hat, trying out his new 
'pointillist' invention. And that ferry on the right? It is heading to the posh 
island across the water — which is exactly where our next painting takes us.

Notes

THE FAMILY ON HOLIDAY
Georges Seurat's "Bathers at Asnières":
Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:
• Georges Seurat (1859–1891) was a French Post-Impressionist painter best 

known for developing pointillism, a technique using small, distinct dots of 

Georges Seurat 
(1859–1891), 
Bathers at Asnières, 
1884, National 
Gallery, London



• color to create an image. Seurat’s short career was filled with experiments in 
color theory and composition. Bathers at Asnières (1884) is an early 
example of his pointillist technique, showing his fascination with light and 
atmosphere. This painting, one of Seurat's largest works, marked a turning 
point in his career and laid the groundwork for his later masterpiece, La 
Grande Jatte.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• The painting depicts a group of people relaxing by the Seine River, with 

children playing in the water. As a depiction of a leisurely outing, it fits well 
in the "Family on Holiday" theme. Seurat's use of light and color creates a 
dreamlike, serene atmosphere, capturing a moment of familial and 
communal joy. The boys splashing in the river evoke a carefree, idyllic 
childhood, juxtaposed against the industrial backdrop, hinting at the 
tension between nature and modernization. An amusing detail: Seurat was 
so meticulous in his technique that he took an entire year to complete 
Bathers at Asnières, earning him a reputation for obsessive precision.

REFERENCES
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-
asnieres
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bathers_at_Asni%C3%A8res

http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-asnieres
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-asnieres
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-asnieres
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-asnieres
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-asnieres
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-asnieres
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-asnieres
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-asnieres
http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/georges-seurat-bathers-at-asnieres
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bathers_at_Asni%C3%A8res


Georges Seurat (1859–1891), La Grande Jatte, 1884–1886, Art Institute of 
Chicago.

Here is the other side of the river — quite literally. The smart set promenade 
on the island of La Grande Jatte, directly opposite the bathing boys we just 
left. Seurat spent two years building this picture from millions of tiny dots of 
pure colour, meant to mix in your eye rather than on his palette; he even 
painted a dotted border to finish it off. The families here are frozen stiff as 
statues — Seurat joked he wanted to make modern Parisians look like figures 
on an ancient Greek frieze. Hunt for the oddities: a lady fishing, another 
walking a pet monkey on a lead (briefly the height of fashion), a trumpeter, 
and one small girl in white who alone stares straight out at us. Seurat died 
suddenly at just thirty-one. Film fans may recognise the painting from Ferris 
Bueller's Day Off. Next, a family afloat — with an American at the oars.

Notes

THE FAMILY ON HOLIDAY
Georges Seurat's "La Grande Jatte":
Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:
• Georges Seurat's A Sunday on La Grande Jatte (1884–1886) is arguably his 

most famous work, marking the full realization of his pointillist technique. 

Georges Seurat 
(1859–1891), La 
Grande Jatte, 
1884–1886, Art 
Institute of 
Chicago



• The painting shows a cross-section of Parisian society enjoying a leisurely 
Sunday on the banks of the Seine. Seurat meticulously applied tiny dots of 
color, creating a harmonious and balanced composition. The work took two 
years to complete and solidified his reputation as a leading figure in the 
Neo-Impressionist movement.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• The painting portrays a wide array of families, couples, and children 

enjoying their day by the river. Children play with hoops and dogs, bringing 
life and movement to the otherwise rigid, almost statue-like figures of the 
adults. The inclusion of diverse families makes this painting a natural fit for 
"Family on Holiday," emphasizing the universal experience of relaxation 
and togetherness. An amusing anecdote: the stiff, formal poses of the 
figures led many contemporary critics to joke that Seurat had painted "wax 
mannequins" rather than real people, a critique that has softened over time 
as the painting's brilliance became more widely recognized.
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Mary Cassatt (1844–1926), The Boating Party, 1893–94, National Gallery of 
Art, Washington D.C.

Climb aboard — Mary Cassatt has saved you a seat in the stern. That is the 
genius of this picture: the American painter tips the boat towards us so 
steeply that we become part of the family outing, sitting right behind the 
oarsman. Cassatt was a Pittsburgh banker's daughter who defied her family to 
paint in Paris, became great friends (and great sparring partners) with Degas, 
and was the only American invited to exhibit with the Impressionists. The bold 
flat shapes and high horizon here are borrowed from Japanese prints, which 
she adored and collected. Notice the baby doing what babies do on boats: 
slumping magnificently, one shoe dangling, entirely unimpressed by the 
Mediterranean sunshine near Antibes. The man in dashing yellow-belted navy 
remains a mystery — hired boatman or papa? Cassatt never says. From 
messing about in boats, we head for the great British institution: a day at the 
seaside.

Notes

THE FAMILY ON HOLIDAY
Mary Cassatt's "The Boating Party":
Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:

Mary Cassatt (1844–
1926), The Boating 
Party, 1893–94, 
National Gallery of Art, 
Washington D.C.



• Mary Cassatt (1844–1926) was an American painter and printmaker who 
spent much of her career in France, where she became closely associated 
with the Impressionist movement. Cassatt is best known for her tender 
portrayals of mothers and children, emphasizing their intimate bond. The 
Boating Party (1893–1894) is a key work in her oeuvre, notable for its bold 
color palette and use of geometric forms, influenced by Japanese prints. 
The painting reflects Cassatt’s mature style, where she moved away from 
the delicate Impressionism of her earlier work toward more structured 
compositions.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• The Boating Party shows a mother, child, and a man—likely the father—

relaxing in a boat on a calm lake. The child sits on the mother’s lap, and the 
family’s serene outing is highlighted by the use of soft, warm colors. The 
painting fits within "Family on Holiday," capturing a peaceful, leisurely 
moment that contrasts with the fast-paced, industrialized world. Cassatt’s 
emphasis on the mother-child relationship is a hallmark of her work, making 
this painting particularly relevant to a charity like Save the Children. An 
amusing fact: Cassatt was a close friend of Edgar Degas, who once teased 
her by saying, "I’ll admit I liked your earlier work better!"
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Laura Knight (1877-1970), The Beach, c. 1909, 127.6 × 153.2 
cm, Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle

The English seaside, painted by someone who knew it in all weathers. Laura 
Knight worked outdoors on windy northern beaches with her canvas lashed 
down, and here she catches the eternal choreography of a family day out: 
children paddling and dawdling at the water's edge while mothers settle in 
for a proper chat. Knight's own story is remarkable. Raised in poverty by a 
widowed mother who taught art to pay the bills, she enrolled at art school at 
thirteen, married painter Harold Knight, and in 1936 became the first woman 
elected a full Royal Academician since the Academy's founding generation. 
Later, in her sixties, she was Britain's official artist at the Nuremberg trials —
quite a journey from painting sandcastles. She loved circus folk, gypsies and 
dancers: people at the unbuttoned edges of life, just like holidaymakers. Next
we trade bracing British breezes for the blazing sunshine of Valencia.

Notes

• In 1907 they moved to Newlyn, Cornwall and this had a 
big impact on her art. Her palette lightened from the 
conventional dark browns of the period to this bright 
Impressionistic style.

Laura Knight, The Beach, c. 1909, 127.6 × 153.2 cm, Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle



• "This large picture was painted from sketches made on the 
beach, and captures the bright light and breeziness of the 
Cornish coast in summer. It is one of the most important 
pictures Laura Knight produced during the time she spent at 
Newlyn. She was one of the most successful artists of her 
day. Children often featured in her paintings." [1]

• Laura Knight spent the summer of 1908 working on the 
beaches at Newlyn making studies for her large painting of 
children in bright sunlight. The Beach was shown at the 
Royal Academy in 1909, and was considered a great 
success, showing Laura painting in a more Impressionist 
style than she had displayed previously.
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Joaquín Sorolla (1863–1923), Children Playing on the Beach, 1884, National 
Gallery of Art, Washington DC, USA.

If sunshine could be bottled, Sorolla found the recipe. The Spaniard was 
nicknamed 'the painter of light', and he earned it the hard way — hauling 
huge canvases onto Valencia's beaches and painting at top speed before the 
light changed, brushes flashing while the tide crept up his easel. Children 
splashing in the surf were his favourite subject: to him they meant health, 
freedom and family happiness at its purest — no poses, no best clothes, just 
wet skin and glittering water. His own start was anything but sunny: orphaned 
at two when cholera took both parents, he was raised by his aunt and her 
locksmith husband, who eventually admitted the boy was better with a 
paintbrush than a padlock. In his day Sorolla was a superstar, mobbed at 
exhibitions in Paris, London and New York. But the seaside light can turn cold 
— as the next painting shows, heartbreakingly.

Notes

THE FAMILY ON HOLIDAY
Joaquín Sorolla’s "Children on the Beach":
Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:
• Joaquín Sorolla (1863–1923) was a Spanish painter known for his remarkable 

Joaquín Sorolla (1863–
1923), Children Playing on 
the Beach, 1884, National 
Gallery of Art, Washington 
DC, USA



• ability to capture light, particularly in his beach scenes. A master of 
luminism, Sorolla’s work reflects the vibrant Mediterranean sun and the joy 
of seaside life. His paintings are often filled with warm, glowing light and 
feature a vivid use of color. Children on the Beach(1910) is one of his iconic 
depictions of children enjoying the seaside, showcasing his keen 
observation of light and movement. Sorolla’s beach paintings, like this one, 
represent the height of his artistic achievement.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• The painting depicts several children playing near the water, their bodies 

bathed in sunlight. Sorolla’s loose, expressive brushstrokes convey a sense 
of movement and joy, perfectly encapsulating the carefree nature of 
childhood. This fits beautifully into the "Family on Holiday" section, 
representing the timeless pleasure of a family beach day. The reflection of 
sunlight on the water and the children’s wet skin adds a luminous, almost 
magical quality to the scene. An amusing anecdote: Sorolla would often 
paint these beach scenes on-site, under the hot sun, working so quickly that 
he sometimes had to wipe sweat from his eyes to keep painting!
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Edvard Munch  (1863–1944), The Sick Child, 1885-86, 120 × 118.5 cm, 
National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design

Now the mood changes. This is the picture Munch could never stop painting: 
his beloved older sister Sophie, dying of tuberculosis at fifteen, propped 
against a pillow while their aunt bows her head in grief. Munch was thirteen 
when it happened, and had already lost his mother to the same disease. He 
painted this first version a decade later, scraping and scratching at the surface 
for a year — you can still see the score marks — trying, he said, to capture 
not what he saw but what he felt. When it was exhibited in 1886 the critics 
were furious, calling it an unfinished daub; one suggested it deserved no 
frame at all. Munch simply painted the scene again. And again — six versions 
over forty years, as if returning to sit by the bed. Illness was every family's 
shadow then. War, as we see next, was the other.

Notes

THE FAMILY AND SICKNESS
Edvard Munch’s "The Sick Child":
Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:
• Edvard Munch (1863–1944), a Norwegian Symbolist painter, is most famous 

for his emotionally charged work The Scream. Munch's early experiences 
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• with illness and death, including the loss of his mother and sister, 
profoundly shaped his art. The Sick Child (1885–1886) is one of Munch’s 
most personal and emotionally intense paintings, based on his memory of 
his sister Sophie’s death from tuberculosis. The raw emotional power of this 
work established Munch’s reputation as a leading Symbolist painter and laid 
the groundwork for his later explorations of existential themes.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• The painting depicts a frail, young girl lying in bed, with her mother by her 

side. Munch’s loose brushstrokes and muted colour palette convey the 
emotional weight of the scene. The mother’s bowed head and clasped 
hands suggest both grief and helplessness. As part of the "Family and War" 
section, this painting reflects the trauma of illness, which can tear families 
apart much like war. The child’s suffering becomes a symbol of human 
frailty. An anecdote: Munch reworked this painting multiple times, making it 
one of his most labor-intensive pieces. The process was so emotionally 
exhausting that Munch considered it one of the most difficult works he ever 
completed.
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Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640), The Massacre of the Innocents, 1611, Art 
Gallery of Ontario, Toronto.

Brace yourselves: Rubens at full throttle. King Herod has ordered the killing of 
Bethlehem's baby boys, and Rubens — fresh home from Italy, head full of 
Caravaggio's drama — paints mothers fighting back tooth and nail, a heroic 
tangle of muscle and fury. This canvas has one of the best detective stories in 
art. For two centuries it hung in an Austrian collection labelled as the work of 
one of Rubens' assistants; it even spent years on loan to a monastery. Only in 
2001 did an expert take a proper look and realise the 'copy' was the real 
thing. At Sotheby's in 2002 it sold in under ten minutes for £49.5 million —
then the highest price ever paid for an Old Master — to Canadian collector 
Ken Thomson, who promptly gave it to the people of Toronto. Rubens wasn't 
finished with the subject, though. Twenty-five years later, he returned to it.

Notes

• Peter Paul Rubens painted "The Massacre of the Innocents" in 1611-1612, 
shortly after his return to Antwerp from Italy. This work marks an important 
period in Rubens' career and artistic development.

• Context and Creation
• In 1611, Rubens was establishing himself as a prominent artist in Antwerp 

Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640), 
The Massacre of the Innocents, 
1611, Art Gallery of Ontario, 
Toronto



• following the signing of the Twelve Years' Truce in 1609, which brought 
peace and prosperity to the region [1]. He had just set up his workshop and 
was receiving numerous commissions for large-scale religious paintings, 
particularly altarpieces3. During this time, Rubens was also remodeling his 
newly purchased house on the Wapper, creating a spacious studio and 
gallery to showcase his growing art collection4.

• Commission and Reception
• While the specific commissioner of "The Massacre of the Innocents" is not 

mentioned in the search results, it was likely a private commission, as 
Rubens was receiving many such commissions at the time1. The painting 
was initially well-received and recognized for its artistic merit, as evidenced 
by its inclusion in the collection of Hans-Adam, the Prince of Liechtenstein, 
around 1700 [6].

• Significance to Rubens
• "The Massacre of the Innocents" was significant for Rubens as it 

demonstrated his ability to create dramatic, large-scale compositions with 
complex figural arrangements. This work, along with others from this period 
like "The Raising of the Cross" (1610) and "The Descent from the Cross" 
(1611-1614), helped establish Rubens as Flanders' leading painter [3].

• Artistic Style and Technique
• The painting showcases Rubens' synthesis of influences from Italian 

Renaissance masters like Michelangelo and Tintoretto, combined with his 
own dynamic style [3]. It likely features the dramatic use of light and 
shadow, vivid colors, and emotionally charged figures that characterize 
Rubens' work from this period.

• Relevance to Society
• "The Massacre of the Innocents" addresses a biblical theme that resonated 

with the religious and political climate of early 17th-century Flanders. As a 
Catholic region recently emerged from conflict, the painting's depiction of 
violence against the innocent would have had powerful emotional and 
spiritual significance for viewers.

• Legacy
• The painting's legacy is complex and intriguing. For centuries, it was 

misattributed to other artists, including being categorized as a work by 
Franciscus de Neve II in 1767 [6]. This misattribution led to the painting 
being undervalued and overlooked for many years.



• In 2001, the painting was correctly identified as a Rubens original and sold 
at auction for £49.5 million, setting a record for an Old Master painting at 
the time6. It now resides in the Art Gallery of Ontario, where it continues to 
be studied and admired as an important work in Rubens' oeuvre [6].

• The rediscovery and reattribution of "The Massacre of the Innocents" has 
contributed to a renewed appreciation of Rubens' early work and his 
significant influence on Baroque art. It serves as a testament to the enduring 
power of his artistic vision and technical mastery, continuing to captivate 
audiences and scholars more than four centuries after its creation.

CITATIONS:
• [1] https://www.apollo-magazine.com/early-years-rubens-review/
• [2] https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/descent-from-the-cross-peter-

paul-rubens/CgGQgU50QqEA5A?hl=en

• [3] https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Paul_Rubens
• [4] https://www.nga.gov/collection/artist-info.1847.html
• [5] https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/peter-paul-rubens

• [6] https://rhapsodyinwords.com/2017/03/14/whats-in-a-painting-taking-a-
closer-look-at-peter-paul-rubens-masterpiece-massacre-of-the-innocents-c-
1611-12/

• [7] https://www.radartmedia.com/post/10-amazing-facts-about-guernica-by-
pablo-picasso

• [8] https://www.britannica.com/topic/Guernica-by-Picasso
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Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640), The Massacre of the Innocents, c. 1638, oil 
on oak panel, 198.5 × 302.2 cm, Alte Pinakothek, Munich

Same terrible story, same painter — but what a difference twenty-five years 
makes. Compare the two: the young Rubens gave us a compact wrestling 
match; the older Rubens opens the scene wide, sweeps in swirling skies, 
grand architecture and rescuing angels, and lets the tragedy breathe like 
opera. By now Rubens was the most famous artist in Europe and, remarkably, 
a part-time diplomat — knighted by both the King of Spain and the King of 
England for helping to negotiate peace between them. A man who spent his 
days brokering treaties knew exactly what war did to families, and it shows: 
every gesture here is a parent's worst nightmare made visible. He painted this 
near the end of his life, gout in his painting hand, still improving. Three 
centuries later, another war, another town full of families — and another artist 
who refused to look away. Next: Guernica.

Notes

• Peter Paul Rubens painted two versions of "The Massacre of the Innocents" 
and this is the later version:

1. The first version was painted in 1611-1612. This is the painting 
currently housed in the Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto, Canada. 
It's the version that was rediscovered and sold at auction in 2002 for 

Peter Paul Rubens 
(1577–1640), The 
Massacre of the 
Innocents, c. 1638, oil 
on oak panel, 198.5 ×
302.2 cm, Alte 
Pinakothek, Munich



1. £49.5 million.
2. The second version was painted much later in Rubens' life, around 

1636-1638. This later version is now in the Alte Pinakothek in 
Munich, Germany.

• Key differences between the two versions include:
• The first version is more dramatic and dynamic in composition.

• The second version is considered more realistic and even more 
graphic in its depiction of violence.

• The 1636 version includes three angels in the scene, which were not 
present in the earlier painting.

• The later version shows more explicit use of weapons by the soldiers 
and more visible bloodshed.

• Both paintings depict the same biblical story but with different artistic 
approaches, reflecting Rubens' evolving style and technique over the course 
of his career. The existence of two versions by the same artist on this theme 
demonstrates Rubens' enduring interest in the subject and his ability to 
reinterpret it at different stages of his artistic development.



Pablo Picasso (1881–1973), Guernica, 1937, Museo Reina Sofía, Madrid.

On 26 April 1937 — market day — the Basque town of Guernica was bombed 
flat, and the world's most famous artist answered with the world's most 
famous protest painting. Picasso worked at ferocious speed, finishing this vast 
canvas in about five weeks, and drained it of every drop of colour: black, 
white and grey, like the newspaper photographs that broke the story. At its 
heart is a family destroyed — a screaming mother cradling her dead child, a 
modern Massacre of the Innocents. The painting toured the world raising 
funds; when it came to London's Whitechapel Gallery in 1939, the price of 
admission was a pair of boots for Spanish soldiers. Legend has a Gestapo 
officer pointing at a photo of it and asking Picasso, 'Did you do this?' — to 
which he replied, 'No, you did.' Our next artist smuggled his protest past the 
Nazis another way: in disguise.

Notes

THE FAMILY AND WAR
Pablo Picasso's "Guernica":
Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:
• Pablo Picasso (1881–1973) was one of the most influential artists of the 20th 

century, pioneering movements like Cubism and Surrealism. Guernica 

Pablo Picasso (1881–1973), Guernica, 1937, Museo Reina Sofía, Madrid



• (1937) was Picasso’s response to the bombing of the Basque town of 
Guernica during the Spanish Civil War. Created in a monochromatic palette, 
the mural-sized painting became a universal symbol of the horrors of war. 
Picasso’s abstracted, fragmented figures convey the chaos and pain of war, 
and Guernica remains one of his most famous and politically charged works.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• Guernica shows the destruction of war on innocent civilians, with women 

and children prominently featured among the victims. In the "Family and 
War" section, it serves as a stark reminder of the devastation war brings to 
families, particularly those with children. The anguished figures, distorted by 
pain, include a mother holding her dead child, highlighting the vulnerability 
of families in times of conflict. An amusing detail: Picasso was once asked 
by a Nazi officer, “Did you do this?” referring to Guernica, to which Picasso 
replied, “No, you did.”

REFERENCES
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/artwork/guernica

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guernica_(Picasso)
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Max Beckmann (1884–1950), The Departure, 1932–35, Museum of Modern 
Art, New York.

A painting that had to travel in disguise. Beckmann began this triptych — a 
three-panel format borrowed from church altarpieces — as the Nazis rose to 
power. The side panels show cruelty, bondage and darkness; but in the 
luminous centre, a family sails away over calm blue water, a child in its 
mother's arms: hope, escaping. Beckmann knew the picture could get him 
arrested, so when he sent it away he labelled the crates 'Scenes from 
Shakespeare's Tempest' to slip it past the authorities. In 1937 the Nazis 
declared his work 'degenerate' and stripped hundreds of his paintings from 
German museums; the day after Hitler's rant against modern art was 
broadcast, Beckmann and his wife Quappi packed their bags and left 
Germany forever, never to return. The family in the boat became his own 
story. Our next artist lost even more to war — and answered with a mother's 
embrace.

Notes

THE FAMILY AND WAR

REFERENCES
http://www.moma.org/collection/works/79368
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Käthe Kollwitz (1867–1945), Seed Corn Must Not Be Ground, 1939, 
Smithsonian

A mother spreads her arms like a great sheltering wing, gathering children 
into the folds of her cloak as danger circles. Nobody drew protection — or its 
failure — like Käthe Kollwitz, and she earned that knowledge in the hardest 
way. Her adored younger son Peter was killed in Flanders in October 1914, 
barely two months into the First World War; she spent the next eighteen 
years carving a memorial, The Grieving Parents, which still kneels near his 
cemetery. When a second war loomed, she returned again and again to one 
defiant image: a mother refusing to hand over her young. Her lifelong motto, 
borrowed from Goethe, was 'seed corn must not be ground' — children are 
the future's seed and must not be fed to the mill of war. She died in April 
1945, eighteen days before that war ended. After such sorrow, we could all 
use a smile — enter Henry Moore.

Notes

THE FAMILY AND WAR
Mutter/ Mothers (Kl. 135 ii/ii, Knesebeck 140 II/II). Original lithograph, 1919. 
A good dark impression published by Von der Becke c. 1931. One of Kollwitz' 
most moving depictions of mothers trying to protect their children from the 
hazards of life, including (in 1919), war, civil unrest, and starvation. One of 

Käthe Kollwitz (1867–1945), 
Seed Corn Must Not Be 
Ground, 1939, Smithsonian



Kollwitz' richest works. Knesebeck notes an entry Kollwitz made in her diary 
for 6 Feb. 1919: "I am working on Mothers. . . . I drew the mother who 
embraces her two children, it's me, with the children born from me, my Hans 
and my Peterchen. And I was able to do it well. Thank you!" Peter was killed 
early in World War I; Hans survived his mother. Image size: 435x585mm. 
Price: SOLD.

Kathe Kollwitz’s "Mother with her Dead Son":
Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:
• Käthe Kollwitz (1867–1945) was a German artist known for her powerful 

depictions of suffering and motherhood. Deeply affected by the loss of her 
son in World War I, Kollwitz created works that expressed the anguish of 
war and the struggles of working-class families. Mother with her Dead Son 
(1937–1938) is one of her most haunting sculptures, symbolizing the grief of 
mothers who lost children to violence and conflict. Her stark, expressive 
style, often focusing on themes of death and sacrifice, made her one of the 
most important social realist artists of the 20th century.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• This powerful sculpture shows a mother cradling the lifeless body of her 

son, symbolizing the ultimate sacrifice of war and the profound pain it 
inflicts on families. It fits into the "Family and War" section, representing the 
devastating consequences of conflict on the family unit. Kollwitz’s deeply 
personal connection to the subject matter, having lost her own son in World 
War I, imbues the work with a raw emotional intensity. An anecdote: 
Kollwitz’s influence was so profound that Adolf Hitler personally despised 
her anti-war work and tried to suppress her art, but she remained a beloved 
figure for her humanistic vision.

REFERENCES
https://www.kaethe-kollwitz.de/en/works
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/K%C3%A4the_Kollwitz

http://www.spaightwoodgalleries.com/Pages/Kollwitz3_Mothers.html
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Henry Moore (1898–1986), Family Group, 1951, Museum of Modern Art, New 
York

Time for a family hug in bronze. Henry Moore's mother, father and baby melt 
into one continuous form — look how the parents' arms knot together 
beneath the child, so the baby is held not by one of them but by both, a 
woven cradle of limbs. Moore knew big families from the inside: he was the 
seventh of eight children of a Yorkshire coal miner. As a boy he rubbed 
liniment into his mother's rheumatic back, and he later said those childhood 
hands-on lessons in shoulders and spines shaped every sculpture he ever 
made. The Family Group was dreamed up for a forward-thinking school —
the idea being that parents belonged there too — and after the war it 
became his first large bronze, unveiled at Barclay School in Stevenage in 
1950. Picasso, meanwhile, was imagining family on a truly colossal scale — as 
we're about to see.

Notes

REFERENCES
http://www.moma.org/collection/works/81749
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Family_Group_(Moore)
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Pablo Picasso (1881–1973), Mother and Child, 1921, 142.9 × 172.7 cm, The 
Art Institute of Chicago

Meet the friendliest giants in art. After the First World War, Picasso 
astonished everyone by abandoning Cubist fragments for these monumental 
figures in Greek robes — critics called it his 'return to order'. The timing was 
no accident: he had just married the ballerina Olga Khokhlova, and in 1921 
their son Paulo was born. The great rule-breaker was suddenly a besotted 
new dad, and he painted mothers and babies over and over that year. This 
one has a secret: the canvas was originally wider, and included a father figure 
leaning in with a fish. Picasso later sliced him clean off — a family portrait 
edited with scissors! The cut-off fragment survived in his studio, and the Art 
Institute of Chicago now owns both pieces. Tender, yes, but hardly cuddly —
these figures weigh tonnes. For real warmth between mother and child, we 
return to Mary Cassatt.

Notes

MOTHER AND CHILD
Pablo Picasso’s "Mother and Child":
Artist Biography and Relevance of the Painting:
• Pablo Picasso (1881–1973) is one of the most influential artists of the 20th 

Pablo Picasso (1881–
1973), Mother and 
Child, 1921, 142.9 ×
172.7 cm, The Art 
Institute of Chicago



• century, renowned for pioneering Cubism and a range of styles throughout 
his career. Mother and Child (1921) belongs to Picasso’s Neoclassical 
period, where he turned to more traditional, harmonious compositions 
following the experimentation of Cubism. This work reflects a more 
intimate, personal side of Picasso’s art, focusing on themes of family and 
motherhood that recur throughout his oeuvre. The serene, monumental 
figures in Mother and Child signal a departure from his earlier, fragmented 
style.

Meaning of the Painting and Relevance to the Family:
• The painting depicts a mother tenderly holding her child, with the figures 

rendered in soft, rounded forms that emphasize their bond. The mother’s 
protective posture and the child’s peaceful expression suggest a sense of 
security and unconditional love, fitting within the "Family as Propaganda"

REFERENCES
https://www.artic.edu/artworks/109275/mother-and-child
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Mary Cassatt (1844–1926), Mother and Child, 1890, Wichita Art Museum, 
Kansas.

Here is the Madonna and Child reimagined with soap and water — a sleepy 
toddler, a mother's steady hands, an ordinary moment made sacred. The 
delicious joke of art history is that its greatest painter of motherhood never 
married and never had children. Mary Cassatt chose her career at a time 
when her wealthy Pittsburgh father reportedly said he would almost rather 
see her dead than become an artist. She moved to Paris, exhibited with the 
Impressionists at Degas' invitation, and quietly changed America's museums: 
she persuaded her rich friends, like the Havemeyers, to buy Impressionist 
paintings by the boatload, which is why so many now hang in the United 
States. Notice there is no halo and no fuss — just the universal, slightly 
exhausted tenderness every parent knows. From this most reassuring of 
family images, we jump forward a century to a very different neighbourhood.

Notes

MOTHER AND CHILD

REFERENCES
https://wam.org/our-collection/collection/mother-and-child-7/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Cassatt
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Kerry James Marshall, Many Mansions, 1994

Three men in crisp white shirts and ties are gardening — dressed more for 
Sunday service than for digging. Behind them looms Stateway Gardens, a real 
Chicago public housing block; the sign 'IL 2-22' is its official project number. 
Kerry James Marshall, who grew up near such estates in Birmingham, 
Alabama and Watts, Los Angeles, paints his figures in rich, unmixed black —
a deliberate choice, he says, to make Black figures 'unequivocally, 
emphatically' present in museums that long ignored them. But look at the 
mischief: bluebirds trail a ribbon like something out of a Disney film, Easter 
baskets sit ready, and the banner tweaks a Bible verse to read 'In My 
Mother's House There Are Many Mansions'. Father's house becomes 
mother's — a wink at who really runs a family. These men tend a community 
like a garden. Next, a family where the caring is far more unsettling.

Notes

THE MODERN FAMILY
Kerry James Marshall (b. 1955) is an African-American artist who explores 
themes of race, history, and identity in his work. Many Mansions portrays a 
group of Black families in front of public housing, evoking images of suburban 
family life, yet the context challenges idealized representations of family and 
prosperity.

Kerry James Marshall, 
Many Mansions, 1994



Themes: Marshall’s work addresses the absence of Black families in traditional 
art history and seeks to reclaim space for these narratives, depicting everyday 
family life in urban settings.

https://www.artic.edu/artworks/137125/many-mansions
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Paula Rego, The Family, 1988

Are they helping him, or are they up to something? A wife and daughter 
wrestle a man into — or out of — his jacket, while a second girl waits by the 
window with hands folded, either praying or plotting. Paula Rego never lets 
us decide. The painting comes from the hardest year of her life: her husband, 
the painter Victor Willing, was dying of multiple sclerosis, and Rego knew 
exactly how it feels when love and caring turn into heaving a grown man's 
limbs about. She loved Portuguese folk tales where sweetness hides sharp 
teeth, and painted this with the lamplit menace of a story told after dark. On 
the little cabinet behind, look for the painted panel of Saint Joan and Saint 
George slaying the dragon — women and battles, hint hint. From Rego's 
staged drama we move to a family assembled, rather awkwardly, in a London 
studio.

Notes

THE MODERN FAMILY
Paula Rego (1935–2022) was a Portuguese-British visual artist known for her 
narratives dealing with power dynamics, particularly within the family. In The 
Family, Rego presents a disturbing scene in which a mother seems to be 
dressing or undressing a patriarchal figure, surrounded by daughters. The 
ambiguity of the scene invites interpretations of control, caregiving, and 

Paula Rego, The Family, 
1988



rebellion.
Themes: Rego’s painting delves into themes of power, authority, and the 
roles women play within the family, challenging traditional portrayals of 
domesticity.

REFERENCES
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Lucian Freud (1922-2011), Large Interior, W11 (After Watteau), 1981–83, 
185.4 × 198.1 cm

A family portrait of a family that never actually gathered. Lucian Freud —
grandson of Sigmund, who knew a thing or two about families — based this 
on a postcard of Watteau's Pierrot Content, then cast it with people from his 
own tangled life, including his daughters Bella and Esther (later famous as 
fashion designer and novelist) and the painter Celia Paul. Here's the quirk: 
they hardly ever posed together. Freud painted them one by one over 
months in his shabby Holland Park studio, stitching a 'family' out of separate 
sittings — which may explain why nobody quite meets anyone's eye. That is 
the mattress-sized truth of the picture: togetherness, staged. The bare pipes 
and taps got as much loving attention as the faces. Freud reportedly said if 
Watteau's figures could be reborn, they'd be these people. Next, a beach 
where two family worlds collide.

Notes

THE MODERN FAMILY
Lucian Freud (1922–2011), known for his psychologically intense portraits, 
painted this scene of a family, loosely based on the composition of Watteau’s 
Embarkation for Cythera. The painting features Freud’s family members, but 
the figures appear isolated, with a palpable sense of tension.

Lucian Freud (1922-
2011), Large Interior, 
W11 (After Watteau), 
1981–83, 185.4 ×
198.1 cm



Themes: Freud’s work addresses the alienation within family life, emphasizing 
psychological distance and the complexities of familial connections in a 
modern context.

Jean Antoine Watteau’s Pierrot content (circa 1712; Museo Nacional 
Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid). Transposing the French master’s fête galante 
to the interior of his studio, Freud replaces Watteau’s commedia dell’arte cast 
with a line-up of some of his favorite muses, seating lovers and offspring side 
by side. “The link,” he said, “is me” (quoted in Lucian Freud, exh. cat., Tate 
Britain, London, 2002, p. 37). his grouping brings together former lover Suzy 
Boyt, her son Kai, the artist’s own daughter Bella and his then-lover Celia Paul

It sold at Christie's in 2022 for $86.265 million (world auction record for the 
artist at the time of sale).

REFERENCES
https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-6397125
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Eric Fischl, A Visit To/A Visit From the Island, 1983

One painting, two beaches, two utterly different family stories. On the left 
panel, wealthy holidaymakers frolic in Caribbean sunshine — snorkels, tans, 
not a care in the world. On the right, on what could be the very same shore, 
islanders struggle through dark storm surf; a limp figure is dragged from the 
water. Eric Fischl painted this diptych in 1983, when boats of Haitian refugees 
were making desperate crossings to Florida, and he deliberately hung 
paradise and catastrophe side by side: one family's playground is another 
family's peril. Fischl made his name painting the secrets of American suburbia 
— the awkward things families don't mention at dinner — and here he simply 
widens the lens to two nations. The composition even rhymes: bodies sprawl 
on both beaches, but for opposite reasons. After this thunderclap, we need a 
nice quiet sit-down — with David Hockney's mum and dad.

Notes

THE MODERN FAMILY
• Eric Fischl (b. 1948) is an American painter known for his provocative 

depictions of suburban life. In A Visit To/A Visit From the Island, Fischl 
shows two different but interconnected family scenes: one representing 
affluent Western life, the other showing Caribbean life. The juxtaposition 
highlights the disparities between cultures and suggests the impact of 

Eric Fischl, A Visit To/A Visit From the Island, 1983



• colonialism and privilege on family life.
• Themes: This work explores how family structures differ across 

socioeconomic and cultural lines, and how global inequalities affect familial 
relationships.

REFERENCES
https://whitney.org/collection/works/5471

https://whitney.org/collection/works/5471


David Hockney (b. 1937), My Parents, 1977, Tate, David Hockney (b. 1937), 
My Parents and Myself,  1975

Every family photo has one person sitting up nicely and one who won't 
cooperate. Hockney's mother Laura poses beautifully, hands folded, gazing at 
her famous son with total attention. His father Kenneth, who fidgeted terribly 
through the sittings, was finally allowed to read — and the book Hockney 
gave him is, cheekily, 'Art and Photography'. On the trolley between them, a 
mirror reflects a postcard of Piero della Francesca's Baptism of Christ — the 
old masters quietly photobombing a Bradford couple. There's a ghost here 
too: Hockney first attempted this picture in 1975 with his own reflection in 
that mirror, then abandoned it, unhappy. In this version he paints himself out, 
leaving only his parents and his gaze. It's the tenderest thing he ever made —
love expressed through patient looking. From a painter's parents, we turn to 
a painter who collected other people's families: Alice Neel.

Notes

THE MODERN FAMILY
• David Hockney (b. 1937) is a British artist known for his use of bright colors 

and exploration of space and perspective. In My Parents, he paints his 
mother and father in a quiet, domestic setting, but the relationship between 
them feels distant, suggesting the complexities of family dynamics beneath 

David Hockney (b. 1937), My Parents, 1977, Tate David Hockney (b. 1937), My Parents and Myself,  1975



• the surface calm. Hockney’s precise, almost photographic style contrasts 
with the emotional distance depicted in the scene.

• Themes: His work reflects on how family relationships evolve over time, and 
how moments of stillness may conceal unspoken emotions.

• The artist abandoned a 1975 painting of his parents, to their dismay. Now it 
is to be exhibited for the first time

REFERENCES
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/hockney-my-parents-t03255
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portrait-caused-family-rift-my-parents-london-portrait-gallery
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Alice Neel, The Family, 1980

Alice Neel called herself a 'collector of souls', and this is one of her last great 
acquisitions. Painted in 1980, when she was eighty, it shows a family posed 
on her famous studio sofa with all the things polite portraiture normally hides: 
stiff shoulders, oversized nervous hands, knees that don't know where to go. 
Neel exaggerated hands on purpose — she said they tell you more about a 
person than a face in repose. She had earned her honesty the hard way: 
decades of poverty in Spanish Harlem, painting neighbours, activists and 
mothers while the art world ignored her, then sudden fame in her seventies. 
That same year she painted herself nude in an armchair, at eighty, spectacles 
on, brush in hand — arguably the bravest self-portrait ever. Nobody escapes 
a Neel portrait looking polished; everyone escapes looking human. Next, 
families caught not by brush but by camera.

Notes

THE MODERN FAMILY
• Alice Neel (1900–1984) was known for her unflinching, psychologically 

insightful portraits, often focusing on family relationships. In The Family, 
Neel presents a raw and intimate portrayal of parents and their child, 
capturing the dynamics of their emotional bonds. Her use of bold, 
expressive brushstrokes highlights the complexity of family life, straying 

Alice Neel, 
The Family, 1980



• from idealized depictions.
• Themes: Neel’s works often address the struggles, alienation, and 

tenderness within families, offering a glimpse into modern urban life and 
evolving family structures.

• "3 girls and their mother, is a very awkward painting. It’s maybe the sort of 
painting you might describe as seemingly badly executed. And that might 
be the case.... But the way I read it is that the awkwardness of the drawing, 
the delineation of the figures, is a metaphor for the gaucheness of the 
children at that rather awkward transitional period between 10-14, or 
whatever age they are, it must be around that age."

REFERENCES
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New Brighton, England. From "The Last Resort" (1983-85) Martin 
Parr/Magnum Photos

Welcome to New Brighton, Merseyside, in the boiling summers of the mid-
1980s: chips, sunburn, overflowing bins, screaming toddlers, and families 
having a lovely time anyway. Martin Parr photographed it all in eye-poppingly 
saturated colour, using daylight flash so nothing could hide — a technique 
borrowed from fashion photography and pointed, mischievously, at the great 
British day out. When The Last Resort was first exhibited, critics went to war: 
some called it cruel mockery of working-class holidaymakers; others saw pure 
affection — Parr himself was there most weekends with his own family. Quirky 
footnote: Parr also amasses one of the world's great collections of 
deliberately boring postcards, and when he was proposed for the elite 
Magnum photo agency, the vote split it down the middle. Look at these 
pictures and ask: is this satire, or is it us? Our final stop weaves an ordinary 
family into wool.

Notes

THE MODERN FAMILY
“I love this country and yet I’m annoyed by it,” he says during an interview in 
his library at the Martin Parr Foundation. Identifying as a “classic remainer,” 
he says he uses photography to reflect the tension he feels when he looks at 

New Brighton, 
England. From "The 
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Britain and, recently, the Brexit process. For Parr, photography is “almost like 
a form of therapy.”

Widely regarded as one of Britain’s foremost photographers, the Magnum 
member’s work is not limited to the United Kingdom. 

REFERENCES
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Grayson Perry (b. 1960), A Perfect Match, 2015, 290 × 343 cm, and In its 
Familiarity, Golden, 2015, tapestry, 290 × 343 cm, edition of 9. Essex House 
Tapestries: the Life of Julie Cope

We end with a family that never existed — and feels realer than most that did. 
These machine-woven tapestries tell the life of Julie Cope, Grayson Perry's 
invented 'Essex everywoman': her marriages, children, package holidays and 
quiet triumphs, rendered in the medium once reserved for kings and battles. 
Perry — who won the Turner Prize in 2003 and collected it as his alter ego 
Claire, in a frock — built an entire building for Julie: A House for Essex, a 
gingerbread-coloured shrine overlooking the River Stour, his 'Taj Mahal for an 
ordinary woman'. That is the joke and the point of our whole journey: from 
the Arnolfinis onwards, art gave families grandeur if they were rich, holy or 
royal. Perry hands that grandeur to a woman with a bus pass. Every family in 
this talk — feasting, holidaying, grieving, squabbling — deserved a tapestry. 
Julie finally got hers.

Notes

THE MODERN FAMILY
• These two tapestries tell the life story of Julie Cope, a fictional character 

created by the artist Grayson Perry. The first one, titled In its Familiarity 
Golden, portrays Julie’s early years from birth to marriage. Her later years, 

Grayson Perry (b. 1960), A Perfect Match, 2015, 290 × 343 cm, and In its Familiarity, Golden, 2015, tapestry, 290 × 343 cm, edition of 9



• second marriage and death in a motorbike accident are depicted in A 
Perfect Match.

• Perry writes: ‘This is the second half of Julie’s life. The title comes from 
another line in the poem I wrote, about how happiness isn’t “ecstasy, a 
fleeting peak” but rather “a wide fertile valley / In its familiarity, golden.” 
It’s the right idea that happiness is doing the quiet, regular, everyday 
things.’

• The woman on the ground has a id badge for Julie Cope
• One of a pair of tapestries designed and created for Grayson Perry's House 

for Essex project.
• In this tapestry Perry's fictional character Julie Cope takes control of her life 

and widens her horizons. She relocates to Maldon with her children and 
attends university in Colchester, where she moves in with her second 
husband Rob. Together Julie and Rob share a profound happiness that lasts 
until her sudden and untimely death at the age of 61. It is this shocking 
incident that prompts Rob to build a ‘temple’ in memory of his beloved 
Julie – the shrine that Perry realised with his House for Essex.

• Maker's statement: [The tapestries] are the condensed life of a fairly 
ordinary Essex Woman set mainly in the second half of the twentieth 
century. The way the world is going in fifty years time many may find Julie’s 
life that we see as fairly ordinary as one of plentiful opportunity and 
exceptional wealth!

NOTES
• "These tapestries took several months each to sketch, and probably around 

four to six weeks to draw out in Photoshop on my Wacom Cintiq interactive 
display. Then they went off to a digital mediator at Factum Arte in Spain, 
who translated the images into a set of instructions for the digital loom. The 
adaptation process took three months."

SHORT BIO
Grayson Perry is best known for his ceramics, which draw on both the 
aesthetics of classical pottery and on contemporary iconography. He often 
references his feminine alter ego “Claire,” who has appeared throughout the 
rest of his extensive oeuvre as well—Perry also makes textiles, sculptures, and 
installations, and he has written graphic novels and spearheaded a broadcast 
television program. Some of Perry’s major themes include the roles of 



gender, class, taste, and religion in contemporary life, particularly in the 
United Kingdom. Perry studied at Portsmouth Polytechnic (now the University 
of Portsmouth) and quickly became ingrained in Britain’s contemporary art 
scene. He has exhibited in London, New York, Paris, Amsterdam, Rome, and 
beyond. He won the Turner Prize in 2003.
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• That brings me to the end of this experimental talk. After I wrote the notes I 
asked Claude to make them more entertaining, quirky, to mention any 
unusual facts and to link each picture to the next. Finding the right balance 
between human and AI takes time and experimentation so thank you for 
participating and I hope you found it entertaining and informative.
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THE FAMILY IN ART

Alice Neel, 
The Family, 1980
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