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I have chosen to write about, Orestes Pursued by the Furies, created by Aldophe William Bouguereau on oil canvas in 1862.  This painting’s measurements are 91” x 109 5/8” (231 x 278.5 cm).  The art media that this artist uses is oil glazing.  He uses the oil to make the painting seem more realistic, and like many other artists have done during this era he used oil because it is durable.  Bouguereau uses the oil to manipulate the texture leaving it to be perceived as smooth.  He concentrates on the flesh of Orestes and the Furies and then moves on down to the white dress that is draped around himself and his deceased mother of whom he has just murdered. 

This piece is a closed composition, which directs the viewer’s eyes to stay focused on the painting and not wonder off into a world that may suggest to the viewer that there was more to it than in reality. Although there are no definite lines to outline a particular form for this piece of work, Bouguereau accomplishes his form through his use of color.  The foreshadowing of the bodies come alive and is achieved because the background is dark and distant.  This artwork is compromised of a mix in value, consisting of high value and low value.  The low value dominates the painting, while the high value brings the viewer’s attention immediately to the white dress draped across Orestes.  


This painting’s composition is made as an inverted triangle, suggesting that there is a sense of instability as Orestes is representing the top the triangle sending the message to the viewer that he is the weak link and is full of doubt.  The Furies and Clytemnestra, the mother of Orestes, represent the base of the triangle bringing meaning to what was once Orestes’ balance and strength.  This painting is also symmetrical in that there are five characters within the piece offering just the right amount of balance, placing Orestes in the middle of the remaining four. 

The main focus of this painting is the fact that Orestes is naked and barely draped with the white dress of his mother, not to mention that he is directly in the middle attracting the attention to him.  One cannot help but to concentrate on his dominating muscle tone and facial expression showing signs of disgust of some sort, perhaps even guilt.  This painting leads the viewer to view it from one direction and onto another without any interruption.        

This piece is based off of the Ancient Greek Mythology and tragedy.  It could be perceived as Symbolism because it is based off of the Greek Mythology of the Furies who act as Orestes’ conscious and eventually drives him to be mad.  I imagine that this piece is realistic.  Although it is not real, it is created to represent something real.  In Greek Mythology the Furies represented one’s conscious and were believed to be real.

Another great highlight to this piece is the fact that it offers atmospheric perspective because of the neglect of the artist’s detailing to make the background seem distant.  Bouguereau uses chiaroscuro to make his five characters seem real and to come to life with his use of light and shade, allowing the three dimensional illusion.  Through his choice of using chiaroscuro he is able to stress the rage and discontent of the Furies towards Orestes and at the same time sees the terrified expressions in Orestes’ face, while his deceased mother lies in the air calm and at peace, in a disturbed sort of way. 

The colors in this painting change hues with the shifting of its colors, therefore changing the work’s intensity by adding gray into the colors.  The Furies are made up of cool colors, suggesting a sense of evil or darkness.  The hues of gray make up their flesh, while Orestes’ flesh consists of pink hues allowing his skin to be real and offers warmth with a sense of being alive.  His mother on the other hand is pale and symbolizes that she is indeed deceased.  While the warm color of the red sheet draped around her is supposed to offer warmth, it is obvious that she was killed in cold blood and distances her from the living.

Bouguereau made this painting so large in scale that it captures anyone’s eyes that first recognize it, as did mine.  This feature of the painting makes it stand out from the rest of the artwork done in the nineteenth century.  Although this painting was inspired from the Ancient Greek Mythology, it was completed in the nineteenth century and is still viewed in the twenty first century.  This could suggest its true meaning, which is that we all have a conscious and a set of standards to live by, and if we deviate from our healthy conscious we will have a price to pay for our guilt and condemn our own selves for life.   
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