Et in Arcadia Ego (1637 – 38)
(translation:  Even in Arcadia I (am there))

by Nicolas Poussin

The second version of Poussin’s painting hangs in the Louvre in Paris.  It is a “pastoral” painting showing idealized shepherds from antiquity clustered around a tomb.  This version also goes under the name "Les bergers d'Arcadie" ("The Shepherds of Arcadia").

In ancient Greece, only Arcadians, who live in the middle of Peloponessos, lived the life of shepherds.  For the Greeks who lived in cities, Arcadia symbolized a rural and idyllic life far from the city.  Poussin's biographer interpreted the phrase to mean that "the person buried in this tomb has lived in Arcadia"; in other words, that the person too once enjoyed the pleasures of life on earth.

In this version, one of the two shepherds recognizes his shadow on the tomb and he circumscribes the silhouette with his finger.  
This act can be interpreted two ways.  The first is that the shepherd is discovering the art of drawing or painting.  According to ancient tradition (see Pliny the Elder, nat. Hist. XXXV 5, 15),   the tracing of one’s own shadow is the moment in which the art of painting is first discovered.  Thus, the shepherd's shadow is the first image in art history. 
But the shadow on the tomb is also a symbol of death (in the first version of this painting, death is symbolized by a skull on the top of the tomb).  The second meaning of the shepherd’s act is that he realizes that he, too, is mortal.  This highly intricate composition seems to be that, from prehistory onward, the discovery of art has been the creative response of humankind to the shocking discovery of mortality. 
Thus, death’s claim to rule even Arcadia is challenged by art (symbolized by the beautifully dressed maiden), who must insist that she was discovered in Arcadia too, and that she is the legitimate ruler everywhere, while death only usurps its power. 
In the face of death, art's duty—indeed, her raison d’être—is to recall absent loved ones, console anxieties, evoke and reconcile conflicting emotions, surmount isolation, and facilitate the expression of the unutterable.
From Web Gallery:

“Et in Arcadia ego” is a phrase coined by Virgil and used in 17th century Italy expressing, in an elliptical way, the humanistic sentiment: Even in Arcadia I (i.e. Death) am to be found.  That is to say, even the escapist, pastoral world of Arcady is no refuge from death.  The words feature in paintings from that time inscribed on monumental stonework, especially a tomb, which stands in rural surroundings.  The earliest representation of the theme by Guercino (Galleria Corsini, Rome) shows two shepherds coming unexpectedly upon a skull - the typical memento mori - that lies on a piece of fallen masonry bearing the words “Et in Arcadia ego.”

In the hands of Poussin, who made two versions, the sense was gradually modified.  Shepherds are seen before a tomb deciphering the inscription with an air of melancholy curiosity.  The skull is no longer significant or is omitted.  The words now seem to imply an epitaph on the person - perhaps a shepherdess—who lies entombed: “I too once lived in Arcady,” an alteration to the meaning that somewhat stretches the grammar of the original Latin.

In this version, all sense of surprise has been removed and, instead, the shepherds are arranged in attitudes of contemplation round the tomb in the countryside.  The artist has lost all interest in story-telling, and has concentrated on a totally static scene.  No pleasure is taken in surface texture, and the whole is hard and cold, with the figures in statuesque poses.
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