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ET IN ARCADIA EGO: 

POUSSIN AND 

THE ELEGIAC TRADITION 

I In 1769 Sir Joshua Reynolds showed to his friend Dr. 
Johnson his latest picture: the double portrait of Mrs. Bouverie 
and Mrs. Crewe, still to be seen in Crewe Hall in England.1 

It shows the two lovely ladies seated before a tombstone and 
sentimentalizing over its inscription: one points out the text 
to the other, who meditates thereon in the then fashionable 
pose of Tragic Muses and Melancholias.2 The text of the in­
scription reads: "Et in Arcadia ego." 

"What can this mean?" exclaimed Dr. Johnson. "It seems 
very nonsensical-I am in Arcadia." "The King could have 
told you," replied Sir Joshua. "He saw it yesterday and said 
at once: 'Oh, there is a tombstone in the background: Ay, ay, 
death is even in Arcadia.' "3 

To the modem reader the angry discomfiture of Dr. John­
son is very puzzling. But no less puzzling is the quick under­
standing of George III, who instantly grasped the purport of 
the Latin phrase but interpreted it in a manner dissimilar to 
that which seems self-evident to most of us. In contrast to 
Dr. Johnson, we are no longer stumped by the phrase Et in

Arcadia ego. But in contrast to George III, we are accustomed 
to reading a very different meaning into it. For us, the formula 

1 C.R. Leslie and Tom Taylor, Life and Times of Sir Joshua Reyn­
olds, London, 1865, I, p. 325. 
1 See E. Wind, "Humanitlitsidee und heroisiertes Portrlit in der 
englischen Kultur des 18, Jahrhunderts," Vortrage der Bibliothek 
Warburg, 1930-1931, p. 156 ff., especially p. 222 ff. 
8 Leslie and Taylor, loc. cit. 
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