A Marriage Twist in a Brilliantly Comic
Painting

Greed and infidelity in a riotous masterpiece
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Marriage A-la-Mode 2. The Téte a Téte (1743) by William Hogarth. Oil on canvas. 69.9 x 90.8 cm. National
Gallery, London, UK. Image source

Let’s begin with the female protagonist of this painting, who sits at the very centre
of the image with her arms raised and a sleepy, smug expression on her face. But

why?



-
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Is this a tired stretch after a good snooze? Or the result of a satisfying meal?

Not quite. Perhaps you didn’t notice the stain on her dress, positioned
unambiguously between her parted knees?

Not only has the woman recently had adulterous sex, she hasn’t quite finished:
notice how she is also holding a hand-mirror above her head, likely for flashing
messages to her lover — whom we can only suppose is currently clambering out of a
nearby window or some such escapade.
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What we have stepped into is a household that has fallen into utter disarray.
Furniture is overturned, a sure sign of immodest behaviour.

And if any more proof were needed that the woman of the household has been
involved in an illicit liaison, look at the position of the two fiddle cases on the floor,
one lying over the other, next to the upturned chair.
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The husband is no better. Compare the wife’s quenched coquettishness with his

glum demeanour. His slumped body is the epitome of personal disaster. What has
befallen him?

There are clues. One of them is some lady’s underwear lolling in his pocket, which
the dog has cleverly sniffed out, since he too has been playing away. In art, a dog
traditionally symbolises fidelity; here, with grim irony, it has unearthed precisely
the opposite.

Another clue is the broken sword at the man’s feet, a solid sign of impotence.



And finally, to add an insult to injury, the black patch on his neck — the sort worn
by aristocrats as beauty spots — is far too large to be anything other than a patch to
cover his syphilitic scarring. No wonder he looks so unhappy.
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So the marriage is falling apart. The absurd fish-laden clock on the wall tells that the

time is 12:20, although without any windows it’s hard to tell if this is daytime or

nighttime.




Either way, whether this is the ruinous conclusion to a debouched evening or the
sad overexerted remnants from the night before, it hardly looks like a harmonious

scene.
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In the far room, a dishevelled stowaway from the party stumbles against the
furniture, while a nearby candle is worryingly close to setting light to a chair — if it
hadn’t already burned down to its wick, assuring us that everybody here has firmly
run out of fuel.
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To the left we see the household steward, dressed as a pious Methodist, creeping

away with a look of dismissive exasperation. In his hand he carries a batch of

unpaid bills, telling us that the finances of this household are just as wayward as its
inhabitants.

In his pocket, the steward has a book on Regeneration, a reference to a sermon by
the Methodist evangelist George Whitefield who preached on moral purity. It seems
the steward found no such purity in these quarters.
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The scene above the fireplace confirms everything we are beginning to suspect. The
stone bust has a broken nose, which is another sign of sexual languor on behalf of
the husband. As for the painting on the wall, this supplies its own commentary on
the couple: we see Cupid the God of Love, playing a discordant tune on a set of

bagpipes, while his customary bow has its string missing.

Meanwhile, the assortment of “exotic” vases, Buddha statues, Daoist Chinese
porcelain figurines, extravagant rococo clocks and Roman busts should be read as a
catastrophic, borish mismatch of styles: no self-respecting aristocrat would mix
Italian Palladian, French rococo and Chinoiserie in their household furniture.
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Even the carpet on the floor offers evidence for the eagle-eyed interior designer.
Look closely and you’ll see how the corner has been rolled back, a sign that it was

meant to wrap around the column but was not planned carefully enough to do so.

The artist’s choice
William Hogarth was a British artist who, perhaps more than anybody else, excelled

at calling out the hypocrisies and hubris of polite society. He was unlike any other
artist. His humour was dark, sometimes savagely so, but his targets were carefully
chosen: the pompous, money-grabbing upper classes, and the conceited hedonist

who would forgo every modesty for their own gratification.

What made his images all the more enticing for viewers was the plethora of telling
details that, if correctly interpreted, would unravel a comically callous storyline.
Once such artwork from Hogarth’s oeuvre was Marriage A-la-Mode. And it is a
picture not for the faint-hearted.

Hogarth has become known as the arch satirist of the 18th century. His instincts as
an artist were towards storytelling with a sharply farcical edge, underpinned by a

desire to pontificate on right and wrong.



This painting is in fact, one of a series of six works that unravel the full story of this
ill-fated couple. This image is only number two...

The first image in the series. Marriage A-la-Mode: 1, The Marriage Settlement. William Hogarth. Oil on
canvas. 69.9 x 90.8 cm. National Gallery, London, UK. Image source

The first image in the story tells of how the young couple were in fact matched by
their fathers in a poorly conceived plan: the young husband comes from a noble but
impoverished family, who overspent on food, drink and expensive buildings to the
point of ruin. Notice his father, the wonderfully named Earl of Squander, on the
right of the painting, with his gout-ridden foot bandaged up and pointing eagerly
towards a diagram of his family tree, while his architect looks out of the window to
the earl’s fashionable new house.

In the centre is the young woman’s father, a middle-class alderman (a civic role)
who has amassed a great fortune but who has, alas, no aristocratic title. The

marriage, therefore, was arranged on the pillars of greed and status.

In the lower left of The Marriage Settlement, two dogs are chained together,

illustrating the chains of matrimony that will soon unite the couple.



After the marriage, things begin to turn sour very quickly, as we have seen. Yet they
are set to get much worse: by the sixth painting, the young earl has been murdered
by the wife’s illicit lover, and she has taken her own life at the shame of it all.

A tough world
Why would an artist choose to paint such a disreputable household like this?

Hogarth’s humour was certainly sardonic. But his point was not really to laugh at
the sad demise of two young people; he was aiming a satirical finger at those
sections of society that would put money and prestige ahead of the more valuable

things in life, like love, respect and a sense of personal propriety.

For Hogarth, there was a personal stake in his satirising. When he was just 10 years
old, his father found himself on the wrong side of misfortune when he was interred
in a debtors’ prison. Having witnessed London’s capacity for punishment at
personal failings, he developed a sharp distaste for society’s hypocrisies, along with
an abiding desire to expose them.
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In Hogarth’s world, life was tough. There was no social welfare, no safety net to

catch you if your foolishness or greed became your undoing.

Hogarth wished to remind society of these rules. And with many of his images — he
painted numerous “downfall” works — alcohol was often involved, the dreaded
Dutch gin that became a heady craze of the 1700s. If not alcohol, then it was
hedonism’s other favourite recreation, sex, that seized and squeezed its victims.
Unbridled promiscuity would, in Hogarth’s pictures, lead either to the bonds of

home and family being broken or else to a disease like syphilis.

The engraving. Marriage A-la-Mode 2. The Téte a Téte (1743) by William Hogarth. Engraving. 46.0 x 58.8 cm.
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Yet if these themes sound morbid and austere, then Hogarth’s images reject any
charges of solemnity. They are riotous, satirical in the extreme, replete with jokes,

and were designed as forms of entertainment.



This era of art coincided with the popularity of the mass market engravings, where
artists were able to distribute their images on a wide scale through engraved
copies. Hogarth’s paintings were intended to be engraved before they were ever
displayed or sold. There are stories of crowds gathering round newly distributed
prints, trying to catch a glimpse of the satirical finger-wagging that might bring the
ruling classes down a peg or two.

Hogarth spent his whole life selling this unusual form of art with a dedicated
entrepreneurial intent, shrewdly publishing and selling his own prints directly to
the public to maintain both his independence and his income.

He worked against the backdrop of the Rococo age, an era of extravagant fashion,
powdered artifice and highly-strung drama. His paintings responded to that world
by turning it into theatre: each canvas a miniature stage and each figure a player in
the tale.

With a brilliant eye for a comic detail, Hogarth set about capturing the high
ambitions and low motivations of 18th-century urban life, where succumbing to the
wrong path could mean falling into squalor, prison or even the morgue, if you try to
“have your cake and eat it”.



