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Summary

Why Waterhouse Changed the Subject of His Two Lamia

Chihiro Ito

John William Waterhouse (1849-1917) produced two oil paintings
titled Lamia in 1905 and 1909, and both of these works were exhibited at
the Royal Academy Summer Exhibition (hereinafter, these works will be
referred to as Painting 1 and Painting 2, respectively). These paintings are
depictions of the poem, Lamia, which was published by John Keats in 1820.
Waterhouse completed more than 300 oil paintings in the approximately
45-year period he was active. However, he only created multiple paintings
for some stories such as the aforementioned Lamia, The Lady of Shalott,
Opbelia, and a select few others. Although some of these works have been
the subject of research conducted up until now, comparative consideration
through detailed image analysis of the two Lamia paintings has not been
sufficiently conducted. For example, although the same story is the subject
of both works, the scenes depicted in the two Lamia paintings differ. What
is the meaning between the different scenes selected for these paintings?

Answering this question requires a comparison of the myth of “La’'mia”
and the story of Keats’ Lamia. Lamia features a tragic element in the form
of the snake-woman monster’s love, which is not present in the “La’mia”
mythology. Next, the two Lamia works by Waterhouse, his own personal
studies, and the La’mia painting by Herbert Draper must be compared.
This comparison shows that Waterhouse chose different scenes for his
two paintings because of assumptions about the recipients’ preferences. In

addition, comparison of these materials also suggests that the depiction of
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a woman looking into a mirrored surface in Painting 2 could possibly be
linked to the theme of unrequited love. Based on the findings above, the
development of the interpretations in the two Lamia paintings represents the
artist’s own ideas and the uniqueness of painting as a form of expression.
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