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Ancient Egyptian and Antique Visions 
in the Art of Wilhelm Kotarbinski

Давньоєгипетські й античні візії 
у творчому доробку 

Вільгельма Котарбінського

Abstract. Ancient Egyptian and antique visions in the art of the Ukrainian artist of Polish origin Wilhelm Kotarbinski during the late 
19th – the early 20th century were reviewed in this paper. The example of the aforementioned subjects was used to outline the essence 
of stylistic transformations of the artist’s works in the period of the spreading of artistic trends related to salon academism, decadence, 
and symbolism. It has been stated that the classical works “a la antique” and the elements of ancient Egyptian art of Hellenistic period, 
included into the treasury of world art during the Empire period, formed the basis of the artistic language of the historicism era when 
they were re­experienced and rethought by the artists who got the academic education by specialty. The same well­studied primary 
elements became the art material through which the artists “lived through” the latest philosophical and aesthetic impressions and put 
new layers of meanings into them.
Keywords: historical method, Egyptian and antique art, academism, decadence, symbolism, works of W. Kotarbinski, orientalism, 
antiquity.

Problem statement. The unique features of the art 
of Wilhelm Kotarbinski are in his appeal to the variety of sub­
jects and stylistic techniques that were reigning in art during 
the entire 19th century. With regard to the academic school 
in which the artistic language of the specified master has 
its roots, the subject of ancient civilizations was a core mo­
tif of his art. The artist kept returning to it at different peri­
ods of his stylistic searches and new means of expression. 
Addressing the Graeco­Roman and Egyptian art legacy 
as the fundamentals in the formation of harmonious forms, 
W. Kotarbinski aspired to reproduce the images of the past 
in the contemporary context. At the time being, the retro­
spective subject in the paintings of a famous Polish­Ukrainian 
artist remains poorly investigated and requires thorough anal­
ysis in terms of the leading art trends of that time.

Analysis of recent research works and publications. 
Materials adjacent to this research can be divided into specific 
studies relating to common issues of ancient art, and separate 
publications highlighting the specific aspects of W. Kotarbinski’s 
works. For example, subjects of Ancient Egypt and antiqui­
ty often become the focus of art experts’ attention. Among 
them, the important studies in terms of the subject specified, 
include the fundamental works by M. Mathieu “Art of Ancient 
Egypt” [6] and В. V. Polevoi “Art of Greece. The Ancient 
World” [9], together with the materials of the first volume 

of the “Common History of Art” edited by A. Chegodaev [15]. 
The publication adjacent to the above issues is the work 
by Ie. Gruzdiova “Study of the Culture of Ancient Egypt 
at the turn of the 19th – 20th centuries” [2]. The latter deals 
with the causes of raising the interest in Egyptian culture 
as a cradle of European civilization.

Moreover, there are separate papers dedicated to works 
of W. Kotarbinski, in which the authors briefly review 
the subject of historical method in this artist’s work. In par­
ticular, the valuable sources of facts are the articles by Doctor 
of Art History, Prof. L. Savitska, “A genius who knew what 
he did”, [10] and “Wilhelm Kotarbinski in the art of his 
time”, [11] in which the researcher reviews crucial subjects 
and motives used in the artist’s works. It should be also not­
ed that an important component of this study was the catalog 
album of the artist’s famous paintings prepared by the team 
of museum researchers, “Wilhelm Kotarbinski” [3]. It con­
tains a huge number of his work reproductions known to­
day. However, all the aforementioned studies have are rath­
er of general and declarative character. Therefore, so far, 
no individual research has been dedicated to the artistic 
features of comprehending Egyptian and antique motives 
in W. Kotarbinski’s art through the spectacle of the period 
style formation (transformations of academism, historical 
method, decadence, and symbolism).
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Objectives of the study: to analyze the features of 
the embodiment of new stylistic directions in the ancient 
Egyptian and antique studies of Wilhelm Kotarbinski.

Presentation of the main research material. The trends 
of the historical method, that spread in the European art 
of the 19th century, became a response to the social and cul­
tural crisis caused by technological and scientific progress. 
Fast industrialization and urbanization shifted the public 
value accents to pragmatism and ambition, having caused 
the change of its moral and social attitudes. Art due to the lack 
of time to adapt to the new reality, aspired to find stabili­
ty in harmonious ideals of the past civilizations. Whereas, 
Ancient Egypt and the antique periods attracted special 
interest. However, these subjects did not gain wide popu­
larity in the national art of the late 19th ­ early 20th centu­
ries. The only artist who addressed these motives from time 
to time in his life was W. Kotarbinski, who graduated from 
the Roman Academy of St. Luke.

The history of admiration of Egyptian art has its roots 
as early as in the times of the conquest of Egypt by the Roman 
Empire. At that time, the Romans initiated active export 
and decoration of their cities with obelisks and took over 
the public fancy in Egyptian furniture, the shape of ves­
sels, etcetera. For example, the first obelisks were brought 
by Emperor Augustus from Heliopolis and were installed 
on the arena of the Circus Maximus in Rome to serve as a sun­
dial, and in front of the Temple of Caesar in Alexandria. 
One typical example is the obelisk on Sultanahmet Square 

in the center of Constantinople, which kept influencing 
the imagination of artists, who were studying the heritage 
of great civilizations, for several generations.

The following interest in early civilizations occurred 
during the Renaissance, when the interest in Roman antiquity 
and, at the same time, in the Egyptian culture, returned. Then, 
a large number of researchers appeared, who tried to find 
a key to hieroglyphic script. Unfortunately, unsuccessful at­
tempts to decipher this script, due to the erroneous thought 
that the hieroglyphs are “<…> neither letters nor syllables, 
but only ideographs, each of them hiding the certain <…> 
mystical notion”, have, in the end, turned “<…>Egyptology 
studies to a sign of amateurism” [14, p. 27].

However, this only heated interest in Egyptian art and ar­
chitecture, so during their voyage in this country, European 
travelers started sketching and copying inscriptions from an­
cient monuments. For example, Doctor of Art History, Prof. 
O. Shkolna states in her paper “Arabian art and the contem­
porary specifics of its research” that “The oriental has gradu­
ally become a synonym to ‘refined’, ‘sophisticated’, ‘overseas’, 
‘fancy’” [16, p. 121–122].

But the real explosion of interest in Orientalism 
on the European continent began after Napoleon’s Campaign 
in 1798. Together with the emperor, a specially found­
ed Committee of Sciences and Art was sent to Egypt, 
which included scientists from various fields of knowl­
edge and artists, in particular, painters and writers. After 
taking possession of Cairo, Napoleon signed a decree 

1.  Kotarbinskyi W. Moses.  Date unknown

2.  Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres. 
Virgin of the Adoption.  1858
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on the foundation of the Institute of Egypt in that city, with 
its principal task to study and spread the cultural legacy 
of the country. Consequently, “<…>a large amount of ar­
chaeological data about the rulers <…> was accumulated, 
and many sepulchers, <…>, temples, obelisks were attribut­
ed” [2, p. 275].

In the late 19th century, the interest in Europe to the 
Egyptian culture, with its mystery and mysticism, increased 
significantly. D. Merezhkovsky wrote, “The 19th centu­
ry, <…> is the era <…> of tiresome need in new religious 
ideas” [7]. This was not least due to the feeling of the decline 
of the European civilization, which, on the one part, had firm 
roots but, on the other, stayed in a state of uncertainty con­
cerning new vectors of its spiritual development. Numerous 
revolutions, new philosophical theories, scientific discover­
ies, and technical progress destroyed the habitual world view 
and, in the end, queried the existence of God. Positivist cog­
nition, which was dominant in the 19th­century global para­
digm, started provoking resistance in people’s consciousness.

According to the statement by the philosopher Paul 
Valery, “An extraordinary shudder ran through the mar­
row of Europe. She felt in every nucleus of her mind that 

she was no longer the same, that she was no longer her­
self… the whole spectrum of intellectual light spread out 
its incompatible colors, illuminating with a strange and con­
tradictory glow the death agony of the European soul.” [1, 
p. 84]. Thus, the deep spiritual crisis of that period brought 
to life by the fragility of the habitual world and the eschato­
logical presentiment of catastrophe, encouraged the society 
to look for support in the dualistic mythology of Ancient 
Egypt. In particular, in its stable symbolism, that was based 
on the understanding of the sense of life on the border 
of the two worlds, the living and the dead, and the senses 
brought by them: not reincarnation but the continuation 
of life in a different role, where the lower world beauty was 
just transferred to the upper one.

One of the first Ukrainian artists who addressed 
the Egyptian motives was Wilhelm Kotarbinski. As in the 
second half of the 19th century, the oriental motives were 
mainly used in academic painting, and he was educated 
in such a school in Rome. However, in the Egyptian studies 
of W. Kotarbinski, the image component obtained the new 
tone, being enriched by the innovative stylistic “settings”. 
Further, in the artist’s works, oriental sciences passed through 

4.  Kotarbinski W. 
Avantgarde.   
Date unknown

3.  Kotarbinski W. 
Angels 
of the Pyramids.  
Date unknown
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the prism of symbolism and decadence, which enabled com­
bining the historical method with religious mysticism.

For example, in the painting “Moses”, the figure of 
the Pharaoh’s daughter is depicted not in the habitual view 
of a high society woman; it represents an allusion to the sub­
lime and sensual image of the Virgin Mary at the moment 
when she received the Glad Tidings, indicated by the slight 
tilt of her head, and the position of her hands (figs. 1, 2). 
Moreover, the Egyptian princess stands surrounded by lotus 
flowers, the symbolic meaning of which in Eastern mythopo­
etics reveals many common aspects with a lily in the Christian 
tradition, since “<…>gods, especially in Egypt and India, 
come from the lotus flower” [5, p. 202]. Consequently, this 
floral motif, similar to the lily, can represent the virgin image 
of the Mother Goddess.

On his two other paintings, “Angels of the Pyramids” 
(fig. 3) and “Avant­garde” (fig. 4), W. Kotarbinski depicted 
the collapse of the ancient Egyptian cosmogony and the new 
Christian worldview. For example, his symbolic composi­
tions represent the cultural paradigm fracture that occurred 
between the 19th and the 20th centuries, when the old sys­
tem of spiritual values lost its actuality and required updated 

worldview attitudes. However, similar to Christianity, that 
first had to interact with the remains of the ancient Egyptian 
legacy, new cultural traditions that were formed in fin de siè­
cle were genetically tied to the previous ones.

The subject of death that was a core motif of the deca­
dence art, was not left unattended by the artist in his Egyptian 
cycle. For example, his painting “The Victim of the Nile” 
(fig. 5) illustrates the times of the emperor Nero when 
Christians were suppressed and “crucified or burnt” [13, 
p. 48]. Its entourage is created by a veduta with dire view with 
ruins, as a symbol of the death irreversibility. All this is cov­
ered with fog which “<…> creates a phantom image, expands 
the contrast of the reality, the mystic, and the fancy” [4, p. 6]. 
Consequently, it should be noted that the oriental motifs 
of this painting have an underlayer, the reflections of two typ­
ical iconographic decadent subjects, “Elaine” from a painting 
by Toby Edward Rosenthal» (1874) and “Ophelia” by John 
Everett Millais (1852) [12, p. 236].

A creepy and macabre painting “Dream. Daughter 
of Cairo” (fig. 6) also tells the story of the Egyptian Christian 
martyr who was decapitated on the votive altar. The outline 
of her head tied to the hand with hair repeats the silhouette 

5.  Kotarbinski W. 
The Victim of the Nile.  

Date unknown

6.  Kotarbinski W. Dream. 
Daughter of Cairo.  Date unknown



• 112 •Художня культура. Актуальні проблеми. Вип. 16. Ч. 1. 2020 Artistic Culture. Topical issues. Vol. 16. No. 1. 2020

Olha SOSIK Ancient Egyptian and Antique Visions in the Art of Wilhelm Kotarbinski

of the swans depicted to the composition fore. In this case, 
it can be interpreted from a Christian point of view as a sym­
bol of the dying swan song and meekness. At this, the legs 
of snake­shaped vases, situated on both sides of the altar, sym­
bolize the tempting evil, which tempts the martyr to deny her 
faith till the last breath.

Merely academic paintings of drawing­room sense 
in the art of W. Kotarbinski are mostly related to antique 
subjects. Such works include the following paintings: “Two 
Roman Women”, “The Greek Woman” (fig. 7), “Evening. 
The Pensive One” (fig. 8), “Antique Girls” (fig. 9), “By 
the Altar”, “Twilight”, “Morning Silence”. The aforemen­
tioned paintings are of the relatively chamber nature, that 
complied with the mundane­lyrical plot. They immerse 

a spectator into the idealistic world of Greek and Roman cul­
ture. Since, according to the fine art expert O. V. Nesterova, 
in the late 19th century, “academic art gradually becomes 
the means of life decoration and the reason for com­
merce” [8, p. 17]. Due to this, elegy motives and images have 
always been in special demand among the representatives 
of the bourgeoisie.

In the center of the master’s antique painting, there 
is a refined, somewhat cold and disengaged feminine beau­
ty reigned. The heroines of W. Kotarbinski remind the an­
cient sculptures with the idealized unfaded appearance. 
The compositional and coloristic principles used by the artist 
for the above canvases conformed to the academic tradition 
completely. For example, the main figures, highlighted, were 
the most located in the composition center, and the prefer­
ence was given to the tuneful hue and decorative distinctive­
ness of details.

Conclusions. Therefore, the Egyptian and the an­
tique subjects in the works of W. Kotarbinski brightly illus­
trate the impact of the historical method and eclectic trends 
on the development of new art trends in art in late 19th 
through the early 20th centuries. In the syncretic nature of this 
artist’s works, one can see the interpretation of the certain 
qualities inherent to the fin de siècle, in particular, the feeling 
of fear, the predestination of mankind and spiritual apathy, 
on the one part, and desperate search of spiritual landmarks at­
tempts to escape the reality into the artificial idealized world 
of beauty and harmony of drawing­room academism, deca­
dence and symbolism, on the other part.

7.  Kotarbinskyi W. The Greek Woman.  
Date unknown

8.  Kotarbinskyi W. Evening. Pensive 
One.  Circa 1900

9.  Kotarbinskyi W. Antique Girls.  Date unknown
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Сосік О.
Давньоєгипетські й античні візії у творчому доробку Вільгельма Котарбінського
Анотація. Розглянуто звернення українського художника польського походження Вільгельма Котарбінського до давньоєгипет­
ських й античних візій впродовж кінця XIX — початку XX століть. На прикладі згаданих тем окреслено сутність стилістичних 
трансформацій творчості художника в період поширення мистецьких віянь, пов’язаних із салонним академізмом, декадансом 
і символізмом. Зазначено, що класичні твори «на антик» та дотичні до них елементи давньоєгипетського мистецтва доби ел­
лінізму, які увійшли до скарбниці світового мистецтва в період ампіру, склали основу художної мови доби історизму, коли були 
вдруге пережиті та переосмислені митцями, що пройшли академічну фахову освіту. Ці ж добре розучені першоелементи надалі 
стали художнім матеріалом, крізь призму якого митці «проживали» новітні філософсько­естетичні враження й вкладали у них 
нові нашарування смислів.
Ключові слова: історизм, єгипетське й античне мистецтво, академізм, декаданс, символізм, творчість В. Котарбінського, орієн­
талізм, античність.

Сосик О.
Древнеегипесткие и античные визии в творческом наследии Вильгельма Котарбинского
Аннотация. Рассмотрено обращение украинского художника польского происхождения Вильгельма Котарбинского к древне­
египетским и античным визиям на протяжении конца XIX — начала XX веков. На примере упомянутых тем обозначена сущ­
ность стилистических трансформаций творчества художника в период распространения художественных веяний, связанных 
с салонным академизмом, декадансом и символизмом. Отмечено, что классические произведения «на антик» и близкие к ним 
элементы древнеегипетского искусства эпохи эллинизма, которые вошли в сокровищницу мирового искусства в период ампи­
ра, составили основу художественной речи эпохи историзма. Эти хорошо разученные первоэлементы в дальнейшем стали худо­
жественным материалом, сквозь призму которого художники «проживали» новейшие философско­эстетические впечатления 
и вкладывали в них новые наслоения смыслов.
Ключевые слова: историзм, египетское и античное искусство, академизм, декаданс, символизм, творчество В. Котарбинского, 
ориентализм, античность.


