
stylistic “primitivism” of David’s reliefs, as de Caso reveals, is directly related to a 

specific didactic function which he assigns to this genre. A system of signs akin to folk 

art and inspired by the fetishism of “primitive” cultures, expressed in sculptures found 

in Bretagne, Tahiti and Easter Island, the relief is intended to communicate directly with 

the “people” and to constitute, therefore, an art that is truly democratic, legible and 

accessible to all. David’s valuation of the primitive, in fact, anticipates by several 

decades that of Gauguin and his contemporaries who will turn to many of the same 

sources for inspiration.

The book concludes with an exploration of a wide variety of questions and problems. 

These include an account of David’s innovations in religious sculpture and the sculpted 

group, his unusual private monuments and his fascinating corpus of drawings whose 

function and relationship to his sculpted oeuvre are akin to his literary production in 

terms of an elaboration of ideas and thematic possibilities in art. De Caso compares 

David’s extraordinary, visionary drawings to those of an extremely strange, original and 

neglected sculptor of the period, Theophile Bra. Bra’s highly eccentric and astonishingly, 

modern looking “automatic” drawings and writings, which de Caso relates to a romantic 

interest in semiology, also constitute a body of work independent from his sculpted 

oeuvre. This brief discussion of romantic semiology is extremely rich and provocative 

for semiological interests are grounds on which David and Bra can meet. Semiological 

concepts, in fact, permeate the writings of David who was influenced considerably by 

European romantic literature concerned with the mystical hieroglyphics of nature (his 

attraction for and contact with Germany, virtually unique in France during this period, 

attests to this).

The concluding chapter further serves to emphasize what I believe to be one of the 

book’s principal achievements. This study is much more than a major re-evaluation of 

the neglected master David d’ Angers. It serves as a profound study of romantic sculpture 

in France (almost half of the works that appear in the text are illustrated for the first 

time) and it firmly demonstrates that sculpture was a major component of French 

romanticism. This brilliant book will remain an indispensable resource and inspiration 

for all future scholars of this most fascinating period.

Dorothy Johnson

Varia
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