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ABSTRACT

Generally called "courtesan portraits," the sensuous half-length images of beautiful 

women which were painted in Venice in the early decades of the sixteenth century by artists 

such as Giorgione and Titian, are not portraits of courtesans. Instead, as historical figures 

such as Judith or Salome, as religious figures such as Mary Magdalen or as more 

generalized representations of feminine beauty, they illustrate the essential paradox of the 

genre by combining sensuousness with virtue. These images also incorporate allusions to 

the classical world, the Christian tradition and contemporary life. By so doing they 

embody both the secular and spiritual aspirations of their age.



INTRODUCTION

In the painting known as Flora, Titian has combined warm, glowing colors; soft, 

golden light; an open gesture; a yielding pose and the tactile contrasts of hair, flesh and 

fabric to create an embodiment of sensuous, feminine beauty1 (Fig. 1). Located today in 

the Uffizi Gallery in Florence, Flora appears to the viewer as a young woman who fills the 

canvas with the warm radiance of youthful beauty. The nearness of her image creates a 

sense of intimacy which seems to invite the viewer to reach out and touch the soft pink 

flesh of her cheek or the shimmering auburn mantle of her hair. Only slowly does the 

observer become aware that the white gown has slipped from her shoulder and exposed the 

rosy nipple of one breast. In one hand, Flora has gathered up the gown and the rich 

brocade which enfolds her. The other hand holds out a small bunch of flowers which 

suggest her identity as Flora, Roman Goddess o f Flowers and Spring, as well as 

courtesan. Flora's body is slightly turned, her head gently inclined. The soft brown eyes 

are turned aside. She looks not outward into the viewer’s world, but inward upon some 

private dream. No crowds disturb her reverie. Titian has achieved here an image of 

feminine beauty that is warm, sensuous and inviting, that allows the spectator to approach 

closely and let his gaze linger, that invites admiration of those qualities of pink flesh and 

shining hair he has so brilliantly portrayed. Painted around 1515, at the beginning of 

Titian's long career, Flora is the paradigmatic example of a group of sensuous half-length 

images o f beautiful women that were painted in Venice during the first decades of the

1 Florence, Uffizi Gallery (from Harold E. Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, III [London: Phaidon, 
1975], PI. 35).



sixteenth century. These works, by such artists as Giorgione, Palma Vecchio, Sebastiano 

del Piombo and Titian, do not adhere to any strict formula, yet generally share certain 

identifiable characteristics.

Palma Vecchio's Flora, now in London and dated close to Titian's work of the same 

name, contains all of the elements which we associate with the sensuous, half-length 

genre1 (Fig. 2). A monumental figure, approximately life-size, in the half-length format, is 

set against a dark, undifferentiated ground, which both brings the figure forward and 

focuses the viewer's attention upon her. As in Titian's Flora, we see the exposed breast 

and flowing hair as well as the soft white gown and contrasting stole. Also typical of the 

genre is the ambiguous gesture of the hand. Is Flora about to draw the fabric up to cover 

her breast? Or is she soon to drop the garment further, exposing more flesh for the viewer 

to admire? We do not know. The gesture, however, is important. Its very ambiguity 

heightens the viewer's awareness of the sensuality of the image. More common to the 

genre than the averted gaze of Titian's Flora ls the side-long glance which we see in the 

work by Palma Vecchio. It is far less subtle that the extended hand of Titian's Flora, yet 

approximates it in meaning. There is the suggestion in both of sexual favors to be 

bestowed which increases the sensuous appeal of these works.

The earliest painting we have in the sensuous half-length genre is Giorgione's Laura,
v '  .

dated 1506 and now in Vienna1 2 (Fig. 3). It shows a young woman sitting before the 

branches of laurel which have given the figure her name. She shares with the Floras the 

dark background, the ambiguous gesture of the hand, the exposed breast and the attention

1 London, National Gallery (from Giovanni Mariacher, Palma il Vecchio [Milano, Bramants 
Editrice, 1968], PI. 50).

2  Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum (from Terisio Pignatti, Giorgione [London: Phaidon, 1971],
PI. X). A  painting by David Teniers the Younger o f the Gallery o f the Archduke Leopold Wilhelm (now in 
the Prado in Madrid) shows the Laura before the work was cut down. It was originally painted in the half- 
length format.



drawn to warm, soft flesh. Besides the tactile contrasts of flesh, fabric and fur, Giorgione 

also uses a thin strip of veiling, across the chest and around the uncovered breast, to 

emphasize the sensuality of the image. As in Titian's Flora, the gaze o f the young woman 

is averted. In comparison with Titian's goddess, however, Laura's pose is less yielding, 

her gaze less abstracted, her hair more tightly bound. Only one tress escapes from beneath 

the sheer cap to caress her neck in a way that reminds us of the unbound locks of Titian's 

Flora. Despite the fact that Laura is also without the white gown and stole, there is no 

question that the image of the woman known as Laura influenced the later images of 

beautiful women by such artists as Titian and Palma Vecchio.

Many of the paintings in this genre are simply images of beautiful young women, but 

there are several well known variations.1 As single figures they sometimes appear with 

books or musical instruments, especially the lute. An example by Palma Vecchio of a 

Woman with a Lute is now at Alnwick Castle.1 2 As single figures or in multifigured 

compositions they also appear with mirrors or jewel caskets in what are termed toilet 

scenes, as in Woman at her Toilet, also known as "La Bella", by Palma Vecchio.3 Other 

multifigured compositions are referred to as amorous scenes, for instance the Group of 

Men and Women in Bergamo, sometimes called "Albani Family Members", signed by

1 According to the handlist o f surviving sensuous half-length images painted in Venice between 1506 
and cl525 which Anne Christine Junkerman provides as part o f her dissertation ( "Bellissima donna:" An 
Interdisciplinary Study of Venetian Sensuous Half-Length Images of the Early Sixteenth Century, Ph.D 
diss., California at Berkeley, 1988 [Ann Arbor: University Microfilms International, 1989], 440-471. No. 
8902140.) there are 26 images o f women without specific identifications. She includes here Giorgione's 
Laura and three Floras. Another nine are shown with books or musical instruments. Twelve paintings fall 
within the catagory of toilet scenes and thirteen within the catagory of amorous scenes. There are also an 
additional thirteen paintings which Junkerman identifies as historical figures. This group includes three 
Judiths, three Salome's and five Lucretias. Although the number o f sensuous half-length images painted in 
Venice appears to decline between 1525 and cl540, Junkerman lists nine without specific identifications.
An additional eleven are saints, including nine paintings o f Mary Magdalen. During these same years the 
genre also spread to Milan and other cities o f Northern Italy. Here again, images o f Mary Magdalen were 
especially popular. Junkerman identifies seventeen Mary Magdalens, four St. Catherines, seven Lucretias, 
three Cleopatras and three Floras among the 41 sensuous half-length paintings surviving from this region.

2 Alnwick Castle (from Mariacher, Palma il Vecchio, PI. 82).
 ̂Lugano, Thyssen Collection (from Mariacher, Palma il Vecchio, PI. 51).



Cariani and dated 1519.1 Common variations of the genre are the half-length female 

figures in the guise of historical personages, especially Salome, Lucretia and Judith, and 

the half-length female figures as saints, especially Mary Magdalen. The best known of 

these variants is the highly sensual Mary Magdalen by Titian now in the Pitti Palace in 

Florence.1 2 Regardless of subject matter, all of the variations of the genre stress the 

seductiveness of female beauty, Indeed, it might more properly be said that the subject 

matter has been specifically chosen so that the seductiveness of female beauty may be 

stressed.

These paintings have commonly been called "courtesan portraits" although there is no 

documentary evidence that the sitters were courtesans nor that the works are portraits. 

Despite the admiration that works such as Titian's Flora have engendered, little scholarly 

attention has been paid to the genre as a whole. Most recent writers on Venetian art dismiss 

it by saying that the works were painted simply for the beauty of the model or to titillate the 

viewer. Johannes Wilde says of Titian's Girl in a Fur Cloak 3 in Vienna: "One can hardly 

call this a portrait. It belongs to that class of Venetian paintings the only objective of which 

was to render the beauty of the half-length female figure."4 Charles Hope stresses the 

erotic content o f the paintings when he points out that in Venice "there was...a distinctive 

and...pervasive tradition of pictures in portrait format o f anonymous pretty girls, either 

clothed or partially nude, which were no more than elaborate pin-ups."5

1 Bergamo, Private Collection (from Lynne Lawner, Lives of the Courtesans: Portraits of the 
Renaissance [New York: Rizzoli, 1987], P. 149).

2 Florence, Pitti Palace (from Wethey, Titian, I, PI. 182).
3 Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum (from Wethey, Titian, II, PI. 73).
4 Johannes Wilde, Venetian Art from Bellini to Titian (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), 248.
5 Charles Hope, Titian (New York: Harper & Row, 1980), 61-2. An article by David Herlihy 

entitled "Popolazione e strutture social! dal XV al XVI secolo," (Tiziano e Venezia, ed. Neri Pozza 
[Vicenza: S. Martino B. Albergo, 1980}, 71-74), discusses the rapid social changes which took place in 
Venice around the turn o f the century. For example, a ' batchelor culture' appeared at this time due to a 
large increase in the number of unmarried males. According to Herlihy this culture produced both conflict 
with the older generation and an abnormally high level of erotic tension.



Two recent articles have examined the relationship between paintings of beautiful 

women and the literary tradition. Giovanni Pozzi looks at the influence of poetry upon 

such works as Giorgione's Laura.1 According to Pozzi, the poses of the figures, how 

much of the figures is shown and the occasional presence of certain objects, such as the 

laurel behind the figure of Laura, can all be correlated with poetic descriptions of beautiful 

women in contemporary poetry. He concludes, however, that apart from the laurel in the 

Laura, Giorgione deliberately excluded what was common to poetic discourse and 

concentrated instead on those qualities of painting that are beyond the reach of the poet's 

pen — color, shading, outline and arrangement of form. Pozzi sees the Laura as 

Giorgione's response to the Renaissance question: Which is the greater art, painting or 

poetry?1 2

Elizabeth Cropper also examines the relationship between painting and poetry but in 

light of attitudes towards the depiction of beautiful women which derive from conventions 

of courtly love and lyric poetry.3 Within these conventions it was considered beyond the 

skill of artists to capture on canvas either the tme physical beauty of the beloved or her 

intrinsic qualities. Paintings of beautiful women thus became the challenge which the poet 

set before the painter. According to Cropper, such works as Titian's La Bella ,4 or 

Giorgione's Laura are not about the women who posed for them, but the paintings 

themselves became objects of beauty in which any consideration of the actual physical

1 Giovanni Pozzi, "II ritratto della donna nella poesia d’inizio Cinquecento e la pittura di Giorgione," 
in Giorgione e I'umanesimo Veneziano , ed. Rodolfo Pallucchino (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 1981), 309-341.

2 Giorgio Padoan, in an article entitled "Ut Pictura Poesis: Le 'Future' di Ariosto, Le ’Poesie' di 
Tiziano," (Jiziano e Venezia, ed. Neri Pozza [Vicenza: S. Martino B. Albergo, 1980], 91-102), shows how 
aware literary men of the sixteenth century were of the challenge posed by the visual arts. The direct appeal 
o f painting to potential patrons was certainly greater than the appeal of much of the literature produced 
during the period.

3 Elizabeth Cropper, "On Beautiful Women, Parmigianino, Petrarchismo, and the Vernacular 
Style," The Art Bulletin 58 (1976): 374-94.

4 Florence, Pitti Palace (from Wethey, Titian, II, PI. 71).



12

model had been removed. Cropper concludes that in both Renaissance theory and practice, 

the paintings of beautiful women signified the beauty o f the painting itself. Neither Pozzi 

nor Cropper accounts for the erotic appeal of such works as the Flora or the Laura.

The most comprehensive treatment of the half-length genre to date is Anne Christine 

Junkerman's dissertation in which the author locates the genre between the formal portrait 

and the nude in early sixteenth century Venetian painting.1 Junkerman identifies four 

characteristics that distinguish the genre from portraiture: the dishabille of the model; the 

camicia (the white undergarment worn by both men and women in Renaissance Italy) and 

a drape; the side-long glance; and especially the ambiguous gesture. She points out that 

these paintings constitute a new type of image with an emphasis on carnality that must have 

arisen in response to a specific set of circumstances. Junkerman attempts to determine the 

origin of the genre in Venice at that particular time by examining the social role of Venetian 

women during the period. She also suggests ways in which the role of women can be 

brought to bear on our reading of the paintings. According to Junkerman, the public role 

of both patrician women and courtesans consisted solely of "self-display".1 2 She concludes 

that the tensions created by this role caused the male dominated society to attempt to 

"redefine and relocate feminine power"3 by transforming the female body, pictorially, "into 

a visual object or a 'sight' - to use John Berger's term".4 Though Junkerman at last gives 

the genre the attention it merits as a unique and popular form of art, she does not indicate 

any specific changes in Venetian society that might account for the rise of the genre at that 

particular time and place. Moreover, while stating that these paintings were not intended as

1 Anne Christine Junkerman, An Interdisciplinary Study of Venetian Sensuous Half-Length Images 
of the Early Sixteenth Century , Ph. D diss., California at Berkeley, 1988 (Ann Arbor: University 
Microfilms International, 1989). 8902140.

2 Ibid., 15.
3 Ibid., 396.
4 Ibid., 13.



portraits, Junkerman bases her understanding of the genre on an examination of the public 

role of actual contemporary women; and although she concedes the emphasis on beauty and 

recognizes the sensuous quality of these works, she does not consider either the concept of 

beauty or the new value given to carnality when she explains what the paintings may have 

meant to contemporary patrons.5

Still to be explained is why the sensuous half-length genre was peculiar to Venice in 

the early decades of the Cinquecento, what the reasons were for the new emphasis on 

sensuality and feminine beauty and how the paintings functioned as works of art for 

contemporary patrons. By examining the works in this genre dating from 1507 to 1525 of 

four Venetian painters — Giorgione, Titian, Palma Vecchio and Sebastiano del Piombo — I 

propose to explore the relationship, if any, between these works and courtesans. I will 

examine the associations connected with such images as Titian’s Flora and Giorgione's 

Laura, the meaning of such subjects as Lucretia and Salome, and the characteristics of the 

genre in terms of Venetian pictorial traditions. I will also examine the literary traditions of 

the treatises of love (the trattato d'amore) and the love poems of Petrarch. Together, they 

give us anew  understanding of the sensuous half-length genre and suggest an alternative 

way in which these works should be viewed, one that places them firmly within the artistic 

and cultural context of their time.

5 According to Gaetano Cozzi in an article entitled "La donna, Vamore e Tiziano," (Tiziano e Venzia, 
ed. Neri Pozza [ Vicenza: S. Martino Albergo, 1980], 47-63), there was a crisis in Venetian Society from 
around 1500 to 1515/1520 which resulted in changed attitudes toward women and marriage. Nonetheless, the 
half-length images were not intended as portraits but as idealized images of sensuous beauty.



CHAPTER ONE

COURTESANS AND PORTRAITURE

Sixteenth century Venice, along with classical Greece and France of the Second 

Empire was one of the great ages of the courtesan. Her high status at each of these times is 

directly related to contemporary attitudes toward marriage. When marriage is a matter of 

procreation and property, as it was in Venice among the hereditary patrician class, then the 

status of the prostitute is correspondingly high.1 The position o f courtesans in Venice was 

also determined by contemporary attitudes towards women who were generally regarded as 

weak, helpless and in need of protection against the loss of their virtue. Indeed, the 

justification often given by Renaissance writers for the seclusion of women rested on such 

moral grounds as protecting their honor.1 2 Patrician women in Venice were secluded and 

isolated to the point where they were not only kept from public view but completely 

excluded from contemporary culture. As Mary Beth Rose phrased it in her book on 

women in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, "For a woman, a public reputation was 

dishonorable, a sure sign of immorality and scandal."3 Therefore, it was left to the 

courtesans to replace Venetian wives on the social and cultural scene.4 These ware the 

women who, famed for their beauty, sweet singing voices, and honied tongues, as well as 

other accomplishments, probably posed for such artists as Giorgione and Titian.

1 Fernando Henriques, Prostitution in Europe and the Americas (New York: The Citadel Press, 
1963), 74.

2 Mary Beth Rose, Women in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance: Literary and Historical 
Perspectives (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1986), 25.

3 Ibid., 12.
4 Lawner, Courtesans, 14.



Although there is no document which directly links courtesans with the sensuous 

half-length genre, there is some evidence that Titian used courtesans as models. In 1521, 

Jacopo Tibaldi, the Ferrarese ambassador to Venice, wrote to Alfonso d'Este, the current 

Duke: "I have been to see Titian...he looks well, if somewhat exhausted; and I suspect that 

the girls whom he often paints in different poses arouse his desire, which he then satisfies 

more than his limited strength permits; but he denies it..."1 "The girls" were no doubt 

courtesans, already famous for their beauty, who became convenient models. Further, 

Rubens, who painted numerous copies of Titian's works when he visited Venice in 1600, 

just twenty-three years after the artist’s death, left in his estate at his own death four copies 

of what were described as "Titian's Venetian courtesans."1 2 3 Renaissance artists were also 

aware of the role of courtesans in ancient art where they posed as models for paintings and 

sculptures. Phryne, the most notorious courtesan of her time, was the model for 

Praxiteles' Aphrodite, the best known statue of the Ancient World according to Pliny. She 

also served as the inspiration and model for Apelles' painting o f Venus Anadyomene? The 

question we must ask o f these Renaissance paintings is to what degree they are portraits of 

courtesans, if  at all?

An inscription on the verso of Giorgione's Laura, which most scholars believe is 

contemporary with the work, reads: "Around the first of June, 1506, this work was made 

by the hand of Master Giorgione o f Castlefranco, colleague of Vincenzo Catena, at the 

request of Mister Giacomo."4 Unfortunately, we do not know the identity of Mister

1 Hope, Titian, 58.
2 Julius S. Held, "Flora, Goddess and Courtesan," in Essays in Honor o f Erwin Panofsky, 2 vols. 

ed. Millard Meiss (New York: New York University Press, 1961), 212.
3 Pliny, Historica naturalis 35.91, quoted in Mark W. Roskill, Dolce's Aretino and Venetian Art 

Theory o f the Cinqucento (New York, New York University Press, 1968), 139.
4 " 1506 a di primo zugno fo fatto questo de man de maistro Zorzi de Chastel fr...cholega de maistro 

Vezenzo Chaena ad istanzia de misier giacomo," quoted in Terisio Pignatd, Giorgione (London, Phaidon, 
1971), 100.



Giacomo, nor do we know the reason for the commission — if, for example, he had any 

relationship with the young model. We do know that during his short career, Giorgione 

was considered to be primarily a portrait painter.1 It is unlikely, however, that a woman 

whom Giorgione appears to have used as a model in other works — the enigmatic figure 

nursing the baby in The Tempest;1 2 3 and, perhaps, the figure standing at the well in the Fete 

Champetre 3 — would be the subject of an official portrait Commissioned portraits of 

women were rare in sixteenth century Italy. Vasari mentions that Giorgione painted a 

portrait o f Caterina Comaro, ex-Queen of Cyprus.4 Among the few portraits of women 

painted by Titian were those of Isabella d'Este and Isabella of Portugal. These women 

belonged to the great royal, princely or ducal families of Europe and were thus set apart 

from ordinary Italian society. Even the so-called "mistress portraits", such as that of 

Cecilia Gallerani (by Leonardo da Vinci), who was the mistress of Ludovico Sforza, Duke 

of Milan, ox Laura Dianti (by Titian), mistress of Alphonso dEste, show a concern with 

status in the clothing, jewelry and in the accompanying ermine in the Leonardo painting or 

Moorish page in the work by Titian that is far removed from the bared breast and dishabille 

of the subjects in the sensuous, half-length paintings.

If we compare Titian's Flora with his Portrait o f a Man (the "Ariosto" Portrait) now 

in London, which is dated very close in time to it, other differences between the sensuous 

half-length genre and official portraits become apparent.5 Even at this early period, the

1 Jaynie Anderson, "The Giorgionesque Portrait: From Likeness to Allegory," in Giorgione, ed. 
Rodolfo Pallucchini (Veneto, 1978), 153.

2 Venice, Accademia (from Pignatti, Giorgione, PI. 50).
3 Paris, Louvre (from Wethey, Titian, III, PI. 3) Although most scholars today believe that Titian 

painted the Fete Champetre, the issue has not been settied by documentary evidence. Certainly the 
inspiration for works o f this type belongs to Giorgione. It may also be that the work was left unfinished 
by Giorgione at his death and later completed by Titian, as was the Dresden Venus. Wethey credits both 
Giorgione and Titian with this work.

4 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Artists, ed. and Vans. George Bull (New York: Viking Penguin, 
1965), 276.

5 London, National Gallery (from Wethey, Titian, II, PI. 3).



brilliance of Titian as a portrait painter is evident. Added to the stunning brushwork of the 

sleeve, is not only a strong sense of the individual personality in the keen gaze and the tilt 

o f the head, but an added sense of drama due to the remarkable use of shadows to conceal 

half of the figure from the viewer's gaze. In contrast to the male body which is turned even 

as the head confronts the observer, the female body of Flora is exposed while her head 

remains averted, reflecting perhaps, the attitudes of male painters and their male patrons. 

Similarly, while the viewer is encouraged to approach the figure of Flora, the male figure is 

deliberately kept at a distance through the device o f the parapet. Further, we have only to 

compare the idealized features of Flora, the simplification of her form and the warm even 

light which flows over her to see that although Titian suggests through her pose, gestures 

and glance, the expressions of an individual, he is concerned here with a more generalized 

concept o f feminine beauty. Through the size of the figure in relation to the canvas, Titian 

has also imparted to Flora a sense of monumental!ty and heroic grandeur in keeping with 

her image as a living goddess. The pensive gaze, which appears to remove her thoughts 

far from our own reality, gives to Flora, too, a timeless, eternal quality. Finally, Titian's 

Flora retains a sense of the magic with which ancient statues of goddesses were imbued — 

birth, sustenance, regeneration — which men have long worshipped and sought to 

propitiate.1

The eroticism of these works also removes them from contemporary portraiture. The 

degree to which eroticism is present varies from image to image and from artist to artist. 

Among the most restrained examples of the genre are the paintings by Sebastiano del 

Piombo where the bared breast is invariably replaced by a bared arm. An early example.

1 Rembrandt, who saw the Flora in 1640 at the home o f a Portuguese collector in Amsterdam, 
responded to Titian's celebration o f efflorescence by painting the portrait of Saskia with the Red Flower, 
now at Dresden. (Br. 108. Reproduced in Rembrandt: The Complete Edition o f the Paintings by A. 
Bredius. Revised by H. Gerson. New York: Phaidon, 1969,96.)



dated around 1506, is the Portrait of a Girl, located today in Budapest Here, even though 

the breast is covered, it is not ignored.2 Sebasdano calls attention to it through the 

placement of the arm, the gesture of the hand, the location of the stole and the curve of the 

gown's bodice. The earring and the gold ribbon threaded through the young woman's 

tresses likewise call attention to her sidelong glance, soft skin and unbound hair — all 

elements, as we have seen, which emphasize the sensuality of these images.

2 Budapest, Szdpmuveszeti Museum (from Michael Hirst, Sebasdano del Piombo [Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1956], PI. 4).



CHAPTER TWO

THE PARADOX: SENSUOUS BEAUTY AND VIRTUE IN 

IMAGES OF HISTORICAL FIGURES

Junkerman points out that although historical females such as Judith and Salome had 

been portrayed previously in art, it was not until the early sixteenth century in Venice that 

images o f these women became eroticized.1 A well known example from the late fifteenth 

century is Botticelli's Judith with the Head ofHolofernes 1 2 in which Judith possesses all of 

the characteristics that we associate with Botticelli including the lovely pensive face and the 

lyrical line of drapery. It is an image of great beauty, but it is not erotic. To compare with 

it are the full-length images o f Judith painted in Venice by both Giorgione and Titian during 

the first decade of the sixteenth century. Giorgione's Judith, now in Leningrad, is dated 

around 1505.3 The eroticism of historical women appears to begin here with the 

suggestive bare leg and foot which Judith has placed upon the forehead of Holofemes.4 

Titian painted Judith as an allegorical figure of Fortitude on the south facade of the Fondaco 

dei Tedeschi around 1509.5 Although the figure is now in a ruinous state, prints of her by

1 Junkerman, "Bellissima donna” 398. Peter Burke, in Culture and Society in Renaissance Italy 
1420-1540 (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1972,25-29), points out the increasing secularization of 
Italian society during the 15 th and 16th centuries. In painting, for example, the number o f secular subjects 
increases from 5% in the 1420s to 20% in the 1530s. The eroticizing o f images o f historical female figures 
appears to be part o f this trend.

2 Florence, Uffizi Gallery. 1470s (from Ronald Lightbown, Sandro Botticelli [London: Paul Elek, 
1978], PI. 4).

3 Leningrad, Hermitage (from Pignatti, Giorgione, PI. 12).
4 Eroticism of male figures began much earlier. An example is Donatello's bronze David which 

dates from around 1440.
5 Hope, Titian, 13.



Piccino in 1658 and Zanetti in 1760, reveal that Titian not only followed Giorgione in his 

use of a prominent bare leg, but also gave her bare forearms and one bare shoulder with an 

almost completely exposed breast1 With this image, Judith for the first time becomes a 

fully eroticized figure.

A lost Judith by Giorgione in the half-length format was illustrated by David Teniers 

in Theatrum Pictorium (1658) when it was part of the collection of Archduke Leopold 

Wilhelm in Brussels1 2 (Fig. 4). Reconstructed by utilizing the engraving from Teniers and 

a sixteenth century copy by Vincenzo Catena,3 the composition is nearly identical with 

Giorgione's Madonna with a Book of ca. 1507,4 which is based in turn, upon an earlier 

Madonna and Child by Giovanni Bellini — the Madonna and Child with a Small Bird. 5 

Both Giorgione's Madonna and his Judith turn to their left. Whereas the Madonna holds a 

book in her hands and gazes down upon it, Judith holds a sword in her right hand and 

looks out at the viewer. Both figures are also separated from the viewer by a parapet. In 

the painting of the Madonna it serves as a resting place for the infant Christ who lies upon a 

cushion while in the Judith, it serves to hold the head of Holofemes. Behind both the 

Madonna and Judith, filling the upper left-hand comer of the paintings, are windows with 

distant landscapes. The landscape to the left o f the Madonna is clearly recognizable as the 

Piazza San Marco in Venice, but the one behind Judith is a more generalized landscape of 

mountains and sky and undoubtedly meant to represent Palestine. In this painting we also 

find a number of elements associated with the sensuous half-length genre. Judith's hair is 

unbound and she wears, in the Catena version, the Renaissance camicia, with a cape or 

stole thrown over her left shoulder. Here, the camicia and cape approximate in

1 From Wethey, Titian, III, Figs. 8 and 9.
2 From Pignatti, Giorgione, Fig. 48.
3 Venice, Querini-Stampalia Collection (from Pignatti, Giorgione, Fig. 49).
4 Oxford, Ashmolean Museum (from Pignatti, Giorgione, PI. 83).
5 Zurich, Schraff Collection (from Pignatti, Bellini, Fig. 178).



contemporary terms the flowing draperies considered to be appropriate for pictorial images 

o f both historical and religious figures.

Palma Vecchio's Judith from the Uffizi (Fig. 5), which dates from around 1525, 

exhibits most of the characteristics of the sensuous half-length genre.1 The few variations 

we see here can be explained by the character of Judith and her role in Catholic teachings. 

The story of Judith is told in a separate book of the Old Testament, usually placed in the 

Apocrypha. According to the account, Judith's act of heroism took place during an attack 

by the army of Holofemes on the Jewish city of Bethulia. The city is about to surrender 

when Judith, a beautiful widow of great devotion, offers her services. She enters the camp 

of the enemy and is admitted into the presence of Holofemes. While still preserving her 

virtue, she is able to murder Holofemes and return to her beleaguered city with his head. 

Hence Judith is seen as a figure of great nobility and self-sacrifice and is evidence of God's 

interest in His chosen people. According to Marina Warner, Judith was also used 

throughout early church history to illustrate the triumph of chastity over lust. In this role, 

Judith was a prefigurement of the church's insistence upon sexual abstinence as the holier 

path to salvation.1 2 During the Middle Ages, a direct parallel was made between Judith and 

the Virgin. In the Speculum Humanae Salvationis, which showed typological relationships 

between the Old and the New Testaments, the illustration of Judith triumphing over 

Holofemes was placed next to one of Mary overcoming evil by ramming a standard down 

the gullet of Satan.3 In Palma's painting, Judith's sensuous beauty is shown in the bared 

arm and unbound hair even while her virtue is stressed by showing her fully dressed in 

both under and outer garments. The upward gaze reveals her role as an instrument of

1 Florence, Ufizzi Gallery (from Mariacher, Palma il Vecchio, PL 48).
2 Marina Warner, Alone of all Her Sex: The Myth and Cult of the Virgin Mary (New York: Alfred 

A. Knopf, 1976), 55.
3 Ibid.



divine justice. Judith personifies here the essential paradox of the half-length genre, where 

sensuousness and virtue are joined into a single image.

Another historical figure commonly portrayed in the sensuous half-length genre is 

Salome. The Feast o f Herod, with the graceful, dancing form of Salome, was a popular 

subject with fourteenth and fifteenth century artists; for example, the fresco in the cathedral 

at Prato by Fra Filippo Lippi which is dated 1452-66. Here the figure of Salome is shown 

three times within one setting to indicate the action of the story. To the left we see her 

receiving the head of John the Baptist, in the center she performs her charming dance, and 

to the right she presents the head to her Mother, Herodias — all while never looking down 

upon the severed head in her hands. The Feast of Herod was usually part of the narrative 

cycle which illustrated the life of John the Baptist, and it was used primarily to decorate 

church baptistries. Titian and Sebastian© del Piombo were the first artists to combine the 

half-length figure of Salome with the head of John the Baptist and turn them into an erotic 

image. Both the painting by Titian1 in Rome (Fig. 6) and the one by Sebastian©1 2 (Fig 7), 

which date from around 1510, are closely related to the lost Judith by Giorgione, which is 

dated around 1507. The Salome by Sebastian© is, in effect, a mirror image of the painting 

by Giorgione, for here the figure o f Salome turns to the right and her right arm and hand, 

the one holding the charger with the head of John the Baptist, rests upon the parapet. On 

the right side of the painting, too, is the open window with a landscape view. Titian's 

composition is a freer adaptation of the Giorgione prototype. The room has been 

transformed into a rough walled prison and the window into an arched opening. Titian also 

eliminated the parapet and included a second figure, a young maidservant. In neither 

Salome do we see the bared breast, the ambiguous gesture or the camicia and stole typical

1 Rome, Doria-Pamphili Gallery (from Wethey, Titian, I, PI. 149).
2 London, National Gallery (from Hirst, Sebastiano del Piombo, PI. 30).



of the genre; yet it is clear that these were intended to be sensuous images. Besides the 

emphasis upon the tactile contrasts of hair, flesh and fabric which are a hallmark of these 

paintings, Sebastiano's Salome shows both the sidelong glance common the the genre and 

the bared arm which functions for the artist as an erotic symbol. In Titian's Salome, too, 

the forearm is bare. The sensuous manner in which the hair of John the Baptist caresses 

Salome's naked arm in this work was pointed out by Panofsky.1 Even more suggestive is 

the way Salome cradles the severed head of the Baptist against the disheveled camicia 

which covers her breast. A t the same time, she looks down upon his face with an 

expression of great tenderness. As if to leave the viewer in no doubt as to the relationship 

between Salome and the saint, Titian has included the small figure of Cupid ova* the arched 

opening. The Biblical story, while implying Salome's sensual nature, gives no reason for 

the existence of Cupid in Titian's work.

Salome was the daughter of Herod Philip and Herodias, who divorced him to marry 

his half brother Herod. In the Biblical account, it is Herodias who cajoles Herod into 

imprisoning John the Baptist for preaching against the unlawful marriage to his brother's 

wife. According to the Golden Legend o f Jacobus de Voragine, Herod and Herodias 

conspired together to take the life of John. At a great birthday feast, Herod would make a 

public promise which could not be repudiated. Although never named in the Biblical 

accounts, Salome, by tradition, was the daughter whose dancing so pleased her step-father 

that he promised to give her whatever she asked "unto the half of my kingdom".1 2 

Instructed by her mother, Salome asks that the head of John the Baptist be brought to her in 

a charger which she then carries to her mother. Although it is nowhere stated in the Bible, 

Herod's powerful response to Salome's dancing must have been based upon its sensuous

1 Erwin Panofsky, Problems in Titian: Mostly Iconographic (New York: New York University 
Press, 1969), 43.

2 Mark 6:23



allure. Certainly, this is how generations of artists portrayed her image. It was Panofsky 

who first pointed out that there was an account Written by Nivardus, a canon of St. 

Pharaildis in Ghent and dating from the early twelfth century, that Salome was "'madly in 

love with John the Baptist and vowed not to marry any other man.' It is out of resentment 

that Herod orders the execution of St. John and out of amorous despair that Salome 

requests his head. She embraces it with her 'soft arms,' drenches it with tears and attempts 

to kiss it."1 Panofsky fails to explain how this story appeared in Venice at the beginning of 

the sixteenth century, but it alone would account for the presence o f Cupid and other erotic 

elements in the paintings by Titian and Sebastiano del Piombo. Panofsky suggests that 

Titian's picture also had "personal connotations" for the artist.1 2 While agreeing that Titian 

may have used his own head as a model for that of John the Baptist, it does not follow that 

what we must have is a love-sick artist portraying himself en decapite. Artists frequently 

included portraits of themselves in their works; however, if Titian is portraying himself 

here as John the Baptist it seems more likely that it was done in the same spirit as 

Giorgione who painted himself as David with the head of Goliath. To those who knew 

Titian personally, the inclusion of the artist's head would be a humorous touch. Salome, 

with her idealized face, does not appear to be a specific portrait, which also lessens the 

likelihood that she is a love-object

Lucretia is the third historical figure commonly used as a subject in the sensuous half- 

length genre. Because she is not a biblical figure, her popularity seems to be linked to the 

appearance of private patrons with humanist interests in the early sixteenth century.3

1 Panofsky, Problems in Titian, 45.
2 Ibid., 43.
3 A lost painting of Lucretia by Giorgione was recorded in 1812 as having been in the collection of  

Vincenzo Giustiniani in Rome, but no copy o f this work (if indeed it was a painting by Giorgione) exists. 
Titian painted the very beautiful full-length Lucretia, now at Hampton Court, around 1520. The nude 
figure with the swirling drapery would be impossible to identify as Lucretia were it not for the dagger she 
holds in her hand. As a full-length study of the nude female figure, the work bears little relation to the



Ridolfi states that Titian painted a half-length Tarquin and Lucretia, but most non-Italian 

scholars attribute the work now in Vienna (Fig. 8) and dated around 1525, to Palma 

Vecchio.1 It is also believed that the man's head. Which appears so intrusive in this work, 

was either totally repainted or added around 1600.* 1 2 Palma Vecchio painted the Lucretia at 

the Borghese Gallery in Rome (Fig. 9), which is dated 1518 to 1520.3 This earlier 

Lucretia exhibits nearly all of the elements that we associate with the genre. Only the bared 

breast, which would not have accorded with Lucretia'S virtue, is missing from this work. 

The later Tarquin and Lucretia is more suggestive. One sleeve has been rolled up, 

exposing a bare arm, and the canticia has been allowed to slip from one shoulder. 

Lucretia's upward gaze, however, indicates her virtuous nature. Wethey points out that 

Palma has given LUcretia a Hellenistic hair style with a knotted lock in front, which was not 

commonly seen in Venetian painting o f the period. It is a detail that was certainly meant as 

a reference to the classical origin of the figure.4

The main source for the story o f Lucretia is Livy's History o f Rome (Book 1, 

Chapter. 58) and Ovid includes the story in Fasti (II, 725-852). In the Renaissance, 

Boccaccio used Lucretia as an example of virtue in De Claris Mulieribus, that compilation 

of the stories of famous women of antiquity which was published in Venice in 1506. The 

story of Lucretia is essentially the same in all three accounts: the wife of Collatinus, 

renowned for her beauty and virtue, attracts the notice o f Sextus Tarquinius who 

determines that he too will enjoy her charms. When she refuses to submit to his 

importunate demands, he resorts to blackmail, saying that he will then dishonor her by 

placing her naked body together with that of one of her manservants and telling everyone

sensuous half-length genre.
1 Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum (from Wethey, r/tian,7 // ,  PI. 33).
2 Wethey, Titian, III, 219.
3 Rome, Borghese Gallery (from Madacher, Palma il Vecchio, PI. 47).
4 Wethey, Titian, III, 219.



that they were killed after having been found lying together. Lucretia yields. Next 

morning she summons her husband and her father and tells them her stoiy. She refuses, 

however, to be consoled: "Although I absolve myself of the sin, I do not free myself from 

the punishment, and in the future no woman will live dishonorably because of Lucretia's 

example."1 Whereupon she stabs a knife "into her innocent breast" and dies.1 2 3 Lucretia 

thereby provided not only an enduring example of virtue but the revenge by her family 

resulted in the banishment of the Tarquins from Rome and the establishment of the Roman 

Republic. Lucretia, too, embodies the paradox of sensous beauty combined with virtue.

Although there was no ancient painting, statue or mosaic of Flora known to the 

Renaissance, the frequency with which she was mentioned in antique literature encouraged 

Renaissance artists to create her anew. Among the earliest precedents we have for the 

Floras by Titian and Palma Vecchio is Botticelli's Primavera? The Primavera illustrates, 

in part, the myth of Flora as told by Ovid.4 According to Ovid, a beautiful nymph named 

Chloris catches the eye of Zephyrus, God of the W est Wind. Unable to escape from the 

powerful God, Chloris is raped. Zephyrus makes amends for his violence by calling her 

his bride and changing her into Flora the Goddess, Queen of Flowers.5 Flora was known 

in classical literature both as the goddess of flowers, where she was connected with 

conception and fertility, and as a courtesan through her union with Zephyrus. Needless to 

say, there is no suggestion in Botticelli's work of Flora's erotic nature. W hat we see, in

1 Giovanni Boccaccio, Concerning Famous Women, trans. Guido A. Guarino (New Brunswick, New  
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1963), 102..

2 Ibid. .
3 Florence, Ufizzi Gallery, ca. 1477-78.
4 Ovid's "Fasti," trans Sir James George Frazer (London: William Heinemann, 1931), V: 138-375.
5 Ovid's "Fasti," V: 193. "Twas spring, and I was roaming; Zephyr caught sight o f me; I retired; he 

persued and I fled; but he was stronger, and Boreas had given his brother full right o f rape by daring to carry 
off the prize from the house o f Erechtheus. However he made amends for his violence by giving me the 
name of his bride... In the fields that are my dower, I have a fnutful garden... This garden my husband 
filled with noble flowers and said, "Goddess, be queen of flowers."' Frazer, 275-77.
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fact, is a telescoping of Ovid's story so that the nymph Chloris is metamorphosed directly 

into Flora the goddess through the touch of Zephyrus. By eliminating the violation of the 

nymph, Botticelli makes the story suitable for inclusion in a work that was probably 

intended to celebrate a marriage. In Medieval and Renaissance descriptions of Flora, she is 

associated with Venus and her erotic nature almost invariably implied.1 Leonardo da Vinci 

is generally credited with introducing Flora, the courtesan, to Renaissance art.1 2 Although 

such a picture no longer exists and may never have been a completed work, several 

paintings by followers of Leonardo such as Bernardo Luini, Giampietrino and Francesco 

Melzi, give an indication of what the prototype by Leonardo may have been like3 (Fig. 10). 

These figures of Flora are usually shown nude to the waist and surrounded by flowers. 

They confront the viewer directly with their sexuality and appear to offer sexual favors with 

an abandon similar to that with which they engender flowers. There is little sense in these 

works of the Goddess of Antiquity or of the mysteries of procreation and regeneration with 

which Titian's Flora is imbued.

The story of Flora was included in Boccaccio's De Claris Mulieribus along with that 

of Lucretia. If Boccaccio's story is the basis for Titian's and Palma Vecchio's paintings of 

Flora, then she becomes the second female from antiquity to be painted in the sensuous 

half-length genre. According to Boccaccio, Flora was a real Roman courtesan who left a 

fortune to the city at her death. In gratitude, the city established the celebration known as 

the Floralie.4 It was a cheerful, ribald festival where, among other rituals, courtesans were 

paraded before the public. Boccaccio tells us that the lewdness associated with the Floralie

1 Held, "Flora," 203.
2 Ibid., 211.
3 Lawtier, Courtesans, 100. Held, in his article on Flora, gives an example at Basildon Park (Fig. 

13). Other examples are shown in Lawner, Courtesans, 100-101.
4 As Julius Held tells us, Boccaccio borrows the story o f Flora, the Roman prostitute, directly from 

Lactantius. Held, "Flora," 209.



eventually caused an embarrassed Senate to put about Ovid's story of Chloris, the nymph, 

and her metamorphosis into Flora the goddess. In this way, the Senate hoped that the 

celebration would be understood as one which called forth fertility and abundance rather 

than one which honored a courtesan. In Boccaccio's story, it is Flora, the courtesan, who 

becomes metamorphosed into Flora, the goddess. The painting of Flora by Palma 

Vecchio, with its straightforward presentation of a sensuous young woman, seems to 

emphasize Flora, the courtesan. Indeed, the name "Flora" was one frequently used by 

Renaissance courtesans. In Titian's painting, on the contrary, it is clearly the divinity of 

Flora which is stressed, for with this image we see again the paradoxical emphasis upon 

both sensuousness and virtue.

The flowers themselves, which are seen in these paintings o f Flora have further 

associations. Flowers are often used as symbols of sensual pleasure. This overt sexual 

symbolism is still evident, for example, in a word like "deflower."1 As we have seen, 

Titian's Flora appears to offer in the hand with the flowers, to use Boccaccio’s words: "il 

placere del suo bellisimo corpore” — "The pleasure of her beautiful body."1 2 Flowers have 

long been used as messengers o f love and even as symbols of the beloved herself.3 

Finally, because they quickly fade, flowers are associated with the transience of life.4 In 

Ovid's Fasti, as just one example, Flora urges mortals to seize the springtime and their 

youth: "The goddess...invites us to enjoy youthful beauty as long as it is in flower since 

once roses fade men scorn the thorns (V.II)."5 The pensive expression on Flora's face in 

Titian's work also suggests the passage of time.

Although no representations of Flora existed. Renaissance artists looked closely at

1 Ibid., 201.
2 G. Boccaccio, De Claris Mulieribus (Venice, 1506), Mii v ff, quoted in Held, "Flora," 213.
3 Held, "Flora," 201.
4 Ibid., 202.
5 Lawner, Courtesans, 97.
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and borrowed freely from those classical statues and pieces of sculpture which were 

available to them. Titian's debt to the antique has been recognized primarily in the postures 

and physical movements o f his figures which reflect his interest in the dynamics of the 

human body.1 In the Flora, however, where Titian is recreating an ancient goddess, he 

borrows from the antique not only the Roman nose and idealized head but the draping of 

the gown which leaves one breast exposed.1 2 The display of one breast appeared in the late 

fifth century B.C. in the works of a Greek sculptor, probably Calimachus, who showed 

Aphrodite in what has come to be called the "Venus Genetrix" pose.3 By the late fifteenth 

century, garments which were asymmetrical and exposed one breast identified the figure as 

antique.4 In secular art, a female with one breast uncovered was a nymph, a grace or a 

goddess.5 For example, one of the three graces in Botticelli's Primavera is shown 

wearing such an asymmetrical garment. The gown which Flora wears is not antique, but is 

the camicia, a Renaissance undergarment worn by both men and women, and frequently 

seen in portraits under the stiff, confining fashions of the times. By relating the camicia to 

antique draperies, Venetian artists were able to recreate in contemporary terms, the 

sensuous appeal of cloth sliding freely over skin.6 As Anne Hollander pointed out, an 

obvious feature o f classical dress is the ease with which it came off.7 The Renaissance 

camicia had the same characteristics and gave a new contemporaneity to the classical 

goddess.

From the earliest surviving image of the Virgin in the Catacomb of S. Priscilla in

1 Oliver Logan, Culture and Society in Venice 1479-1790: The Renaissance and its Heritage (New 
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1972), 231-2.

2 Ibid., 231.
3 Lawner, Courtesans, 206.
4 Anne Hollander, Seeing through Clothes (New Yoik: The Viking Press, 1978), 190.
5 Ibid., 192.
6 Ibid., 185. .
7 Ibid., 186.



Rome, dating from the second century, which shows her with a child at her breast, until the 

secular female figures of the late fifteenth century such as those seen in Botticelli's 

Primavera, one bare breast in art signified maternity.1 The image of Mary nursing the 

Christ Child, the Virgo lactans, was especially popular in the fourteenth century when 

artists were expressing the relationship between Mother and Child with new tenderness. In 

religious art, the basic eroticism of the breast was balanced by the natural, everyday 

pleasure which the sight o f a baby being suckled produces.1 2 The nursing image of the 

Christ Child was, in part, a guarantee of his humanity. It also showed the submissiveness 

and humility of Mary who offered her body as shelter and nourishment for the Infant 

Christ.3 Further, the Virgin's milk became, in Marina Warner's words, "a crucial 

metaphor of the gift of life," for it was the nourishment which not only provided life for the 

Infant Christ but, ultimately, through redemption, for all mankind.4 Mary was sometimes 

called Mater omnium, Mother of All, and nutrix omnium, nourisher of all.5 Her milk was 

also the physical basis for her strength to intercede on behalf of sinners. The Intercession 

of Christ and the Virgin, a Florentine fresco dated 1402, shows Mary pleading with Christ 

on behalf of the sinners who kneel before her.6 The inscription reads: "dearest Son, 

because of the milk I gave you have mercy on them."7 Although the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries saw the waning popularity of the Virgo lactans image, the association of the 

breast with spiritual nourishment is not out of place with the various meanings we have

1 Hollander, Seeing through Clothes, 187.
2 Ibid., 186.
3 Margaret Miles, "The Virgin's One Bare Breast Female Nudity and Religious Meaning in Tuscan 

Early Renaissance Culture," The Female Body in Western Culture, ed. Susan Rubin Suleiman (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1986), 205.

4 Warner, Alone o f all Her Sex, 194.
5 Margaret Miles, Image as Insight: Visual Understanding in Western Christianity and Secular 

Culture (Boston, 1985), 78.
6 New York, The Cloisters (from Miles, "The Virgin's One Bare Breast," Fig. 2).
7 Miles, Image as Insight, 78.
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seen of Flora, and neither is the association of the Virgin's milk with intercession.

The pink brocade stole which encircles Flora was certainly included in the painting 

partly for pictorial reasons: the pink contrasts with the white gown at the same time it 

emphasizes the pink of her lips, cheeks and breast. The combination of colored fabric 

worn over white was borrowed from real contemporary clothing,1 but use o f a stole is not 

contemporary, which suggests that the rich brocade had other associations. Derived 

ultimately from the baldachin, a canopy which was used over thrones to designate the 

sacred space set aside for Roman Emperors, it was borrowed by early Christians for use in 

rituals where it was borne in ecclesiastical processions and placed over altars and the like, 

it was also used in early Christian pictorial representations of holy figures and sacred sites. 

In Renaissance art, a rich cloth of honor was especially associated with the Virgin. 

Paintings o f the Madonna and Child by Giovanni Bellini from the late fifteenth century, for 

example, often feature a length of rich brocade as a backdrop for the plain blue cloak of the 

Virgin. The use of a rich piece of fabric to suggest sacred space was borrowed by 

Giorgione for his Sleeping Verms in Dresden, which was finished by Titian after 

Giorgione's death in 1510. Here the fabric recalls the holy worship of an antique goddess, 

as it doubtless was intended to do in Titian's Flora.1 2

1 Hollander, Seeing through Clothes, 196.
2 Ibid., 171.



CHAPTER THREE

REFLECTION AND REFRACTION: LAYERS OF MEANING 

IN IMAGES OF WOMEN WITH MIRRORS

The medieval four-fold system of interpretation which gave any story four meanings - 

- literal, moral, allegorical and anagogical — was not abandoned in the Renaissance. We 

have seen, for instance, the complex interpretations of the story of Judith. Other variations 

on the sensuous half-length genre that cannot be identified with specific historical figures 

appear to have more limited meanings. Nevertheless, this is not the case with the 

numerous works showing women with mirrors. The earliest Venetian prototype is one of a 

series of small panels, originally part of a restello, which was painted by Giovanni Bellini1 

(Fig. 11). Most scholars have dated the panels around the 1490s, or well before Bellini's 

Woman with a Mirror, which is signed and dated 1515, the year before his death.1 2 3 The 

small panel from the restello shows a full-length female nude standing on a marble pedestal 

in front of a decorative arch. In her right hand she holds a mirror which is turned toward 

the viewer and reflects the face of a man in a red garment. While it is clear that the panels 

are allegorical, scholars have not yet agreed upon the meaning of the individual panels or 

their overall theme. Ludwig saw the nude with the mirror as Prudence, Wind suggested 

that she was Vana Gloria, Hartlaub called her Truth? Most recently, Rona Goffen has

1 Venice, Gallerie dell' Accademia (from Rona Goffen, Giovanni Bellini [New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1989], PI. 170).

2 Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum (from Goffen, Bellini, PI. 181)
3 Giles Robertson, Giovanni Bellini (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), 104-5.



added another interpretation, Self-Knowledge.1

The popularity of allegories, emblems and symbols in the Renaissance was due in 

part to the fact that they, too, contained the four layers of meaning in use since the Middle 

Ages. New stimulus had been given to the interest in hidden meanings through the 

Platonism made popular by Marsilio Ficino in the fifteenth century.1 2 According to this 

doctrine, behind the physical world which was learned through the senses, lay the world of 

ideas which could be understood only through the intellect This interest in probing 

beneath the surface of a story for hidden, symbolic meanings was shown by the popularity 

of the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, published in Venice in 1499. The publication of emblem 

books began in 1505 with the Hieroglyphics of Horapollo, although the combination of 

verses with pictures had to wait until the publication o f Alciati's Index Emblematicus in 

1531. Even better known is Ripa’s Iconologia, first published in 1593. Alciati's book 

contains three emblems with nude figures of nymphs, graces or goddesses.3 Emblem 136 

shows the sea-nymph Thetis, mother of Achilles, honoring his tomb. The motto here is 

"For men of action, fame is immortal." Emblem 196 shows Venus with Eros in front of a 

canopied bed. It illustrates the motto: "It is the reputation of a woman and not her beauty 

which should be widely known." Emblem 163 uses the Three Graces to illustrate the motto 

"Grace." None of these figures holds a mirror nor appears to have a direct connection with 

Bellini's allegory. For the earliest pairing in an emblem book of a nude female figure with 

a mirror we must look to Ripa's description o f Feminine Beauty from 1593.4 Here the 

figure looks into the mirror which she holds in her left hand. This portrayal of Feminine 

Beauty does not fit the small allegorical panel of Bellini where the mirror is turned toward

1 Goffen, Bellini, 231.
2 Ibid., 20.
3 Andreas Alciatus, Index Emblematicus, 2 vols., ed. Peter M. Daly with Virginia W. Callahan 

(Toronto: University o f Toronto Press, 1985), vol. 1.
4 Cesare Ripa, Iconologia (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlog, 1970), 42.



the viewer. It does appear related, however, to the meaning of Bellini's later Woman with 

a Mirror (Fig. 12), a work closely associated with the sensuous, half-length genre.

Scholars beginning with Jacob Burckhardt have tried to connect the Woman with a 

Mirrorr with a portrait mentioned by Vasari, which Bellini had painted of an innamorata of 

the Venetian humanist Pietro Bembo.1 Certainly, Bembo's hyperbolic praise of the 

painting does not contradict this idea. The verse which begins "O imagine mia celeste e 

pur a" could also apply to any Renaissance painting of a beautiful woman.1 2 Two facts, 

however, make this painting unlikely to be the portrait to which Vasari refers. In the first 

place, the figure of the woman is idealized beyond the point where the work could still be 

called a portrait, especially when we compare it to Bellini's Portrait of a Dominican, which 

was painted in the same year.3 In the second place, judging from the mistress portraits 

mentioned earlier, Bembo's mistress was unlikely to have been painted as a nude. The 

format of the Woman with a Mirror is similar to that of Bellini's late Madonnas. The 

Mother and Child with a Small Bird, now in the Schraff Collection in Zurich, shows a 

nearly identical composition where the figure sits to the right of a window with a distant 

landscape view.4 Instead of a cloth of honor behind the Virgin, the nude figure is encircled 

by a red stole suggesting sacred worship; instead of the infant Christ, the nude holds a 

mirror. The pensive pose of the Madonna has been turned into the self-absorbed action of 

arranging a brocade hair-covering. Unlike most of Bellini's portraits and paintings of 

Madonnas, there is no parapet Rona Goffen has noted that although the figure appears

1 Wilde, Venetian Art, 51.
2 Ibid.
3 London, National Gallery (from Goffen, Bellini, PI. 162). David Allen Brown also points out 

that the portrait mentioned by Vasari was painted for Bembo before he went to Rome in 1514. The date of 
Woman with a Mirror is 1515. ("Monna Vanna", Essays Presented to Myron P. Gilmore, vol. 2, ed. 
Sergio Bertelli and Gloria Ramakus [ Florence: La Nuova Italia Editrice, 1978], 68.

4 Zurich, Schraff Collection (from Giotto, L'opera completa di Giovanni Bellini, PI. 178). The 
composition was also used by Giorgione for his Madonna with a Book as well as his lost Judith.



contemporary, a mirror was often used as an attribute o f Venus, especially in Hellenistic 

art. Pearls, too, evoke the goddess of love and beauty.1

Mirrors also appear in two well-known half-length images painted by Titian. His 

Woman with a Mirror, now in the Louvre (Fig. 13), is dated to around 1515.1 2 Here a 

young woman arranges her hair while looking into a mirror held by a young man. The 

young man, whose face is in shadow, rests his other hand upon a second mirror which 

allows the woman to view the back of her head. Although the woman is dressed in both 

under and outer garments, the camicia has slipped from one shoulder and one sleeve has 

been rolled back to reveal a bare arm. The other arm remains partially hidden by a stole. 

Scholars no longer try to identify the couple in this work with specific well-known figures 

such as Alfonso d'Este and his mistress Laura Dianti. The current view takes into account 

the idealized features of the young woman when it tends to regard the painting as a symbol 

of Vanity, although Panofsky's belief that the woman sees a death's head in the mirror is 

not universally shared.3 4

The other painting by Titian is the so-called Allegory of Vanity, located today in 

Munich (Fig. 14), which dates from around 1520.4 The young woman here rests one hand 

upon a large, elaborately framed mirror which is turned away from her, yet the mirror does 

not directly face the viewer either as it does in Bellini's small allegorical painting. 

According to Egon Verheyen who examined both the work and an x-ray of it, the mirror 

originally showed no reflection. It is his opinion that the precious objects which we see 

reflected in the mirror today were not added until the middle of the sixteenth century.5 The 

question must then be asked if the hand that added the treasures altered the meaning of the

1 Goffen, Bellini, 255.
2 Paris, Louvre (from Wethey, The Paintings o f Titian, HI, PI. 31).
3 Panofsky, Problems in Titian, 91-4.
4 Munich, Alte Pinakothek (from Wethey, Titian, HI, PI. 34).
5 Egon Verheyen, "Tizians "Eitelkeit des Irdischen'; Prudentia et Vanitas," Pantheon 24 (1966): 99.



work? Do we have an Allegory of Vanity, as Panofsky believed, with all o f its 

associations of transience and death? Is the young unadorned woman a personification of 

virtue, one who spurns the "treasures upon the earth, where moth and rust doth corrupt"?1 

Or should she be understood in light of Bellini's small allegorical figure, as a symbol of 

Truth or Self-Awareness? According to Verheyen, paintings of women holding mirrors up 

to the viewer were not unusual in the sixteenth century. He cites a copy of a Palma 

Vecchio in the Bavarian State Collection as well as others known from inventories.1 2

Mirrors have been regarded as objects of great power from our earliest knowledge of 

them right down to the present day. One widespread belief associated with mirrors is that 

they reveal the spiritual double or soul of the person who gazes into them. A second belief 

associated with mirrors has to do with their supposed power to reveal hidden knowledge or 

events which are distant in either time or space. The imperfection of early mirrors made 

them an obvious choice for use as metaphors. Plato in the Republic saw reality as a poor 

reflection of the ideal.3 Paul borrowed from Plato in his First Epistle to the Corinthians4. 

"For now we see through a glass, darkly," he wrote (Corinthians 13: 11), comparing here 

the physical world to the pure ideal of heaven. The mirror was used as a metaphor by 

many early Christian writers. The Virgin became the "spotless mirror" (speculum sine 

macula), a symbol of chastity which lasted into the sixteenth century.5 Besides the 

positive associations o f the mirror with Purity, Truth and Wisdom, the mirror was also

1 Panofsky, Problems in Titian, 93-4.
2 Verheyen, "Tizians," 99.
3 Benjamin Goldberg, The Mirror and Man (Charlottesville: University Press o f Virginia, 1985),

114. Plato uses the metaphor o f the mirror throughout the Republic, but especially in Book VI where he 
discusses the relationship between shadow and substance and makes analogies between the source of 
perception such as 'the sun' which makes visible the world o f appearances and the class o f perception which 
is 'opinion,' or the source which he calls the good' and the class o f perception which he refers to as 
knowledge'. (Plato, The Republic, trans. Richard W. Sterling and William C. Scott [New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1985).

4 Corinth was a major center for the production of mirrors.
5 Goldberg, The Mirror and Man, 121.



associated with Pride and Lust, as we see from their personifications in Medieval art.

The modem mirror o f clear glass with a foil backing, far superior to any which had 

been in use up to this time, was invented in Venice in 1507. The petition for a patent from 

the Council of Ten called them: "Good and perfect mirrors of crystalline glass, a precious 

and singular thing unknown to the whole world."1 Venice held a complete monopoly on 

these new mirrors for over one hundred years and mirror making became a dominant 

industry. The improved mirrors led to an increased demand for both hand and pocket 

mirrors, which gave sixteenth century moralists an opportunity to rail against the vanity of 

their contemporaries. Painters, competing in the paragone with sculptors, began to 

incorporate mirrors into their works; for a mirror allowed the viewer to see two different 

angles of an object simultaneously. A lost Giorgione incorporated reflections of a nude 

male figure from his armor, a mirror and a stream to show front, back and both profiles of 

the same figure simultaneously. According to Vasari, the painting was greatly admired for 

its beauty and ingenuity.1 2 The clear reflective surfaces of the mirrors in the paintings by 

Venetians were also a testament to the genius o f their city. The high-quality mirrors had 

other, less tangible influences. They supported the new Renaissance belief in the reality of 

the physical world. Eventually, this reality became fused with the metaphysical reality of 

the spiritual mirror. As Benjamin Goldberg says: "In the humanist philosophy of the 

times, the mirror reflected clearly, and the clear mirror became the clear spirit, and the clear 

spirit then liberated man."3

To understand the meaning of the lady with a mirror theme fully, we must look to the 

love poems of Petrarch and contemporary love poetry , as Elise Goodman-Soellner has

1 Ibid., 140.
2 Vasari, Lives, 276.
3 Goldberg, The Mirror and Man, 147.
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shown.1 The prototype for the mirror as a symbol of female beauty is Petrarch's II mio 

adversaria. Here Petrarch addresses the mirror with envy as the object of Laura's gaze: 

"My adversary in whom you are wont to see your eyes..."1 2 This theme was elaborated by 

the late fifteenth century court poet, Serafino dall'Aquila. Six editions of his poems were 

published between 1502 and 1516. An example of the mirror motif is to be found in Inuidia, 

specchio: "Oh, mirror, I envy you only because of her, /  Since I see that truly you have too 

much part of her;... /  Alas! I would like to trade my place with yours..."3 4 According to 

Goodman-Soellner, amatory poems by Petrarch or in the Petrarchist idiom also explain 

other elements within these paintings. For example, Bellini's nude sits by the window as 

did Laura in Petrarch's Quella fenestra ove I'm  sol si vedef In Se col cieco desir che 7 

cor distrugge, Petrarch refers to Laura as "disiato frutto" — the desired fruit, to which the 

fruit on the window sill in Bellini's work may refer.5 The jewel caskets sometimes seen in 

these toilet scenes, also suggest a close connection with contemporary love poetry. The 

brilliance of jewels was said to pale beside the beauty of the beloved.6 The use of the 

mirror as a metaphor for female beauty is clearly evident in Titian's Woman with a Mirror. 

In this painting the lover's face functions both visually and metaphorically as another 

mirror which reflects the beauty of the female figure. In Titian's so-called. Allegory of 

Vanity, however, the mirror may have a different meaning, for it appears neither to reflect 

the beauty of the young woman nor the self-awareness of the viewer. A  mirror without 

reflections has no precedent in a rt One explanation may be that the mirror part of the 

painting remained for many years in an unfinished state. The jewels which are now

1 Elise Goodman-Soellner, "Poetic Interpretation o f the 'Lady at Her Toilette'Theme in Sixteenth- 
Century Painting," The Sixteenth Century Journal 14:4 1983), 426-42.

2 Ibid., 436-7.
3 Ibid., 437.
4 Ibid., 429.
5 Ibid., 430.
6 Ibid., 432.



reflected there are clearly an after-thought The surface upon which the jewels supposedly 

rest has an improbable tilt This glaring inconsistency does not accord with the care with 

which Titian painted the rest of the work. Titian's original intention remains difficult to 

determine; nonetheless, an 'Allegory of Truth" is surely a more likely explanation of the 

meaning of the work than its present title, Allegory of Vanity.



CHAPTER FOUR

METAMORPHOSES: TRANSFORMATION AND CONFLATION 

IN THE SENSUOUS HALF-LENGTH GENRE

The other paintings in the sensuous half-length genre, apart from the amorous scenes 

which have a narrative intent, consist of female figures, generally without attributes but 

sometimes shown with a book or a musical instrument. The figures with books are usually 

called "sibyls." "Sibyl" was the name given to various prophetesses in the ancient world. 

Their utterings during ecstatic trances were written down and compiled into collections of 

prophecies. Early Christian writers later interpolated their own teachings into these 

Sibylline oracles. It was for this reason that the sibyls came to be regarded as on a par with 

the Old Testament prophets and were frequently associated with them in Christian art and 

literature. Women with books, therefore, came to symbolize wisdom. The musical 

instruments were symbols o f harmony, in both a worldly and spiritual sense. We have 

already seen that the young women with mirrors could symbolize beauty. Surely the 

women painted without attributes were symbols o f beauty as well. When we look again at 

the historical figures, we see that Judith had already been used by Titian as an allegorical 

figure of Fortitude. Lucretia certainly symbolized Virtue. Do the other two historical 

figures also represent positive attributes? Could not Salome represent sensuous Beauty? 

and Flora, Abundance? Because of the Latin gender, female figures were commonly used 

in the Renaissance to portray Virtues.1 Botticelli did a very lovely drawing of a female

1 Ian Maclean, The Renaissance Notion of Women: A Study in the Fortunes o f Scholasticism and 
Medical Science in European intellectual Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 90. The



figure as Abundance who holds a cornucopia in one hand.1 Unlike Botticelli's portrayals 

of female allegorical figures, the Venetian paintings in the sensuous, half-length genre also 

contain elements which are clearly contemporary, such as the candcia, as well as details 

which are more naturalistic, such as the rendering of the flesh and hair.

In light of the new reading of these works as illustrations of Virtues, it is time to look 

again at the most problematical of the sensuous, half-length paintings, Giorgione's Laura. 

The young woman's face is less classicized and idealized than many of the faces of the 

figures in this genre, yet her pose is reminiscent of Bellini's half-length Madonnas. Her 

bare breast, encircled by the veil, was certainly intended to allude to the figure's role as a 

nymph, grace or goddess.* 1 2 The woman's red, fur-trimmed coat, however, is clearly 

contemporary. The laurel in this work alludes to the laurel wreaths of the classical world 

which were first presented to the victors at the Pythian games held in honor of Apollo at 

Delphi. To the Greeks, Apollo was associated with the benefits of civilization, especially 

healing, prophecy and music. Apollo was introduced into Italy primarily as a god of 

healing and prophecy, yet he appears in Virgil's Eclogues as the patron of poetry and 

music, the role in which the Renaissance best knew him. The laurel in this work also 

alludes to Petrarch and his celebration of Laura. She appears to him in the Rime sparse 

(xxx) as "A youthful lady under a green laurel..."3: an image which is closely related to 

Giorgione's painting. As an allegorical figure of Virtue, the Laura must then represent the 

muse of poetry or poetic inspiration.

figure o f Fortitude, for example, was painted by Botticelli as One o f the Seven Virtues commissioned for a 
dossal (spalliera) to be placed in the hall o f the Palazzo della Mercanzia in Florence, a room where a 
tribunal o f six judges met. .

1 London, British Museum Collection o f Prints and Drawings (from Lightbown, Botticelli, I, PI. 
54).

2 Hollander, Seeing through Clothes, 192.
3 Petrarch's Lyric Poems: The 'Rime Sparse’ and Other Lyrics, trans. and ed. Robert M. Durling 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976), 86.



What is the meaning of the blending of the real and ideal, the contemporary and the 

antique in the Laura! The apparent inconsistencies in this painting, as well as others in the 

genre, become clear when we examine the range of works painted in Venice in the early 

decades o f the sixteenth century. The most remarkable characteristic of them and one that 

is surely attributable to the invention of Giorgione, is not so much a breaking down of the 

traditional genres — religious works, portraits, allegories, etc. — but a deliberate mingling 

of the contemporary with the classical or historical, a deliberate conflation of the religious 

and the secular, a deliberate fusion of the real and the ideal. In works like Giorgione's 

Tempest1 or the Fete Champetre,1 2 we find young men dressed in contemporary 

Renaissance fashions mingling with women who are classical nymphs, graces or 

goddesses. In Sacred and Profane Love,3 Titian combines a classical goddess and a 

contemporary woman. In portraiture we find contemporary men in the guise o f historical 

figures. Giorgione painted himself as David; Titian perhaps painted himself as John the 

Baptist; and Bellini painted Fra Teodoro d'Urbino as Saint Dominic (Portrait o f a 

Dominican). In a reversal of this order, female figures — whether classical as Venus, 

historical as Judith or, as we shall see, religious as the Mary Magdalen -  become 

eroticized, secularized and contemporized. In his Woman with a Mirror, Bellini painted 

Venus in the guise of a contemporary woman, as Titian was to do some years later in his 

Venus of Urbino. The paintings which comprise the sensuous half-length genre show a 

similar transformation. They are allegorical figures in the guise of contemporary women. 

This spirit o f transformation and conflation, turns many of the paintings of these early 

decades in Venice into metamorphoses of the highest order, worthy of Ovid, and far

1 Venice, Accademia (from Pignatti, Giorgione, PI. 50.)
2 Paris, Louvre (from Wethey, Titian, III, PI. 3). Wethey concludes that both Giorgione and Titian 

worked on this painting.
3 Rome, Borghese Gallery (from Wethey, Titian, III, PI. 20).



surpassing that found in any contemporary works of literature. The Venetian artists — 

especially Giorgione, Bellini and Titian -- were thus able to synthesize and summarize 

within these works the art and literature of the classical world, the Christian tradition and 

contemporary life.

The portrayal o f beautiful women as passive embodiments of virtue is related to the 

derivation and meaning of the half-length format Half-length portrait icons are one of the 

most important forms of cult images in Christian art. The portrait icon, of Eastern origin, 

is ultimately derived from Roman portrait busts which had a funerary function. They 

commemorated the individual, evoked his presence and made it eternal. The imperial 

portrait became a stand-in for the actual presence of the ruler. In this way it acquired both a 

legal and a sacred meaning. Christian icons date from as early as the fourth century. In the 

half-length portrait format, the figures of Christ, the Virgin and various saints became the 

ultimate devotional image, for they represented their authentic appearances to the faithful. 

Early images of the Virgin, for example, were supposedly portraits o f her by St. Luke. 

Icons were therefore considered to be capable of conveying devotional prayers directly to 

the holy figure portrayed. A most important characteristic of the half-length icon, is its 

quality of intimacy. Because of its small size, and because it focuses attention upon the 

most expressive parts of the human body — the face and the hands — the portrait icon 

enables the devout to achieve a sense of empathy with the holy figure portrayed, and to 

pray or meditate with the feeling that they are in intimate conversation with him or her.

Thus the portrait icon could combine within one image the opportunity to learn about the 

authentic appearance of the holy figure, to adore the image itself and to have a deep 

emotional experience.1 Even theologians such as S t  Bernard who were opposed to visual

1 Sixten Ringbom, Icon to Narrative: The Rise of the Dramatic Close-up in Fifteenth Century 
Devotional Painting, 2nd ed. (Netherlands: Davaco Publishers, 1984), 11-12.'
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images recognized their value. "Their sole justification lies in the fact that the invisible God 

assumed carnal shape in order for those 'who cannot love otherwise than carnally' to fix 

their affections on Him, and hence gradually ascend to spiritual love."1 Portrait icons that 

were intended for personal use in homes, chapels and while traveling existed throughout 

the Middle Ages and into the Renaissance. In the late fourteenth century there was a 

broadening of the purely cultic function of icon images. With the rise o f art collectors such 

as Lorenzo and Piero de' Medici, an increasing emphasis was placed upon the decorative 

and aesthetic functions of art which also gave rise to a whole series of novel compositional 

formulae.1 2 From the mid-fifteenth century the half-length format was widely used for 

portraits. Venetian artists and especially Giovanni Bellini used it consistently for paintings 

of the Madonna.

The Frizzoni Madonna (Fig. 15) from around 1460 illustrates the Bellini formula.3 

The Virgin, reserved and self-contained, appears isolated and immense against a spaceless, 

monochromatic sky. The lack of a middle ground between the Virgin and sky increases the 

monumentality o f her simple form. While Bellini pays special attention to the cast shadows 

which imply the Virgin's physical presence, he also uses the device of the parapet to 

separate sacred from worldly space.4 Although understood as a likeness of the Virgin, as 

all icons must be, the Madonnas of Bellini are also, in Rona Goffen's words: "insistently 

unreal: timeless, spaceless, motionless, they are eternal pictures of the immortal."5 Titian 

and the other young artists who painted the sensuous half-length images of the early 

sixteenth century, borrowed many elements from the half-length Madonnas of their teacher

1 St. Bernard, Cantica, 20: 6. Cf. Edward C. Butler, Western Mysticism, 2nd ed„ London, 1951,118 
f.) quoted in Ringbom, Icon to Narrative, 16.

2 Ibid., 34.
3 Venice, Museo Civico Cotter (from Pignatti, Bellini, PI. 10).
4 Goffen, Bellini, 499.
5 Ibid., 514.30, 514.
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Bellini. The half-length format with its special qualities of intimacy, the undifferentiated 

ground which increases the monumentality of the figure, and in Titian's F/ora, the 

introspection of the goddess and her existence in a timeless world, all have precedents in 

Bellini's works of the previous century. These iconic images o f the Madonna are also 

related in function and meaning to the images of beautiful women as passive embodiments 

of virtue.

The association of the Madonna with the sensuous, half-length images, brings us to a 

brief consideration of the role of women in Roman Catholic Christianity. Contemporary 

Italian attitudes toward women and sex which resulted in the profound division between 

mothers, wives and daughters and the culture of the courtesan were a direct reflection of the 

misogyrustic views of Christianity which associates women with the temptation and 

degradation of the flesh — excepting only the Virgin Mary. Mary was established as a 

model of Christian virtue at the same time her femaleness was pointedly rejected. She was 

not only freed from the taint of Eve and the sufferings of childbearing, but also from sex, 

age, death and all sin.1

Existing side by side with the Virgin and expressing the other half of Christian 

patriarchy's idea of women is Mary Magdalen. The rise of her cult, which reached its peak 

during the Counter Reformation, was directly related to a rise in the belief in the 

Immaculate Conception.1 2 Although an examination of the Gospels fails to reveal either the 

identity of Mary Magdalen or the traditional assumption that she was both a woman of great 

beauty and a prostitute,3 the Magdalen became the perfect embodiment o f Christianity’s 

fear of women, which identifies physical beauty with temptation (indeed the Magdalen's 

only sin is that she is not chaste). She also became the. prototype for one of the most

1 Warner, Alone o f all Her Sex, 83.
2 Hirst, Sebastiano, 235.
3 Ibid., 226.
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powerful symbols of Christian repentence, the penitant whore. The Magdalen epitomizes 

the paradox which is central to the sensuous, half-length images of beautiful women, for in 

her penitance she combines eroticism with great virtue. Mary Magdalen frequently appears 

with the Virgin in Renaissance art where we recognize her by the flowing hair and openly 

displayed grief. Her appeal to artists lies in the fact that she could be portrayed with an 

abandon that would have been considered indecorous in the Virgin, as in a Mary Magdalen 

by Titian (Fig. 16) from around 1535,1 which is related to the earlier half-length images of 

beautiful women. This "magnificent vision of the saint caressing her breasts with her 

hair," as Anne Hollander phrased it, shows just how far an artist could go in combining the 

new emphasis on carnality with spiritual values.1 2 In the humanist atmosphere of early 

sixteenth century Venice, artists such as Titian could fuse into a single image Mary 

Magdalen the sinner and Mary Magdalen the prostitute, or Flora the goddess and Flora the 

courtesan. By combining elements from fifteenth century images of the Madonna with 

aspects of the Mary Magdalen, these artists could resolve for the first time in Renaissance 

art the physical and spiritual duality of women.

1 Florence, Pitti Palace (from Wethey, Titian, / ,  PI. 182).
2 Hollander, Seeing through Clothes, 198.

s
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE PARAGONS: COMPARISONS BETWEEN 

PAINTING AND LITERATURE

Contemporary attitudes towards feminine beauty, the connection between beauty and 

virtue, and the reasons beautiful women were portrayed as passive embodiments of virtue 

can best be understood through an examination of contemporary philosophy and literature, 

especially the dialogues of love and the love poems of Petrarch. The dialogues of love 

were largely inspired by the writings of the fifteenth-century Florentine philosopher, 

Marsilio Ficino. Ficino was among the first to translate into Latin the works o f Plato, 

Plotinus and other early commentators on Plato, thereby making Platonic and Neoplatonic 

ideas available for wide dissemination and study. The writings of Plato, which coincided 

with a new interest in nature and the human figure, helped force a reexamination of the 

relationship between the physical and spiritual worlds. Ficino s own formulation of 

Platonic love, Commentarium in Conviviwn Platonic de Amove, written in 1469 (although 

not printed until 1484), sought to reconcile the beliefs of Plato and the Neoplatonists with 

Christianity. Ficino based his philosophical system on love; moreover, in his 

Commentarium he states that it is divine beauty which gives birth to love.1 Love, which is 

the "desire of beauty"1 2 or the "desire of enjoying beauty",3 causes God to release His 

essence into the world. This essence, in turn, causes God’s creatures to seek union with

1 Marsilio Ficino, Commentarium, H, ii, 23, quoted in John Charles Nelson, Renaissance Theory of 
Love; the Context of Giordano Bruno's 'Eroici furori’, (New York, 1958), 82.

2 Ibid., I, hi, 16, quoted in Nelson, Renaissance Theory o f Love, 77.
3 Ibid., II, hi, 26, quoted in Nelson, Renaissance Theory o f Love, 77.
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Him.1 Human beauty, which Ficino associates with truth and goodness, is a reflection of 

the "splendor of divine beauty."1 2 "The soul is inflamed by the divine splendor," writes 

Ficino, "which glows in a beautiful human being as in a mirror, and is mysteriously lifted 

up, as by a hook, in order to become God. "3 Through human beauty man is thus able to 

achieve spiritual union with the divine.

Plato had clearly distinguished between the world of the senses and the world of the 

intellect, because only through the intellect could the soul contemplate the Idea of Goodness 

for which it yearned.4 Ficino was the first to use the term, "Platonic love," which he 

defined as "an intellectual love between friends based on the individual's love of God."5 

Unlike Plato, however, Ficino also allowed for a connection between physical and spiritual 

love. In his book, De voluptate, which was published in Venice in 1497, Ficino classified 

sensual pleasure (voluptas) as a noble passion along with wisdom and power.6 In this 

way sensual love became, in the words of John Charles Nelson, "the dynamic for spiritual 

ascent"7 It was an idea that was widely championed by Neoplatonists in the sixteenth 

century.8

Strongly influenced by Ficino, writers in the first half of the sixteenth century were 

intensely preoccupied with questions about the nature o f love and beauty. As Panofsky 

says, there was an "avalanche" of trattati d'amore, dialogues of love, that he Compares to

1 Erwin Panofsky, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art o f the Renaissance (New  
York, Harper and Row, 1962), 141.

2 Ficino, Commentarium, II, iii, 26, quoted in Nelson, Renaissance Theory o f Love, 81.
2 Marsilio Ficino, "Theological Platonica," Marsilii Ficino Opera...omnia (Basil, 1576), 306, 

quoted in Paul Oskar Kristeller, The Philosophy o f Marsilio Ficino, trans. Virginia Conant (New York, 
Columbia University Press, 1943), 267.

4 M. C. Howatson, ed.. The Oxford Companion to Classical Literature, 2nd ed. (Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 1989) 443.

5 Nelson, Renaissance Theory of Love, 75.
8 Edgar Wind, Pagan Mysteries in the Renaissance (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University 

Press), 121.
7 Nelson, Renaissance Theory o f Love, 260.
8 Wind, Pagan Mysteries, 121.
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the number of "semi-popular books on psychoanalysis" in our own time.1 However, only 

a few of these writers, such as Leone Ebreo and Giovanni Pico della Mirandola wrote 

philosophical works comparable to Ficino's in the previous century. The response to 

Platonic and Neoplatonic philosophies by men such as Pietro Bembo and Baldassare 

Castiglione was, in the words of N. A. Robb, "essentially aesthetic."1 2 Bembo's Gli 

Asolani, published in 1505, for example, was written to entertain members of court, and 

Castiglione's The Courtier, although not strictly a dialogue of love, was written for the 

same kind of audience. While Bembo's aims were largely poetic, and Castiglione wrote 

with a mildly didactic purpose, both works reflect the atmosphere and attitudes of 

Northern Italian Renaissance courtly circles. It was there, according to Panofsky, that 

discussions on love became so popular they were turned into a kind of parlor game, as we 

see in The Courtier.3 In fact a sixteenth century philologist, Tomitano wrote: "courtiers 

thought it an indispensable part of their job to know how many and what kinds of love 

there were."4

Bembo's Gli Asolani, published by Aldus Manutius of Venice in 1505, was the first 

of the many dialogues of love written in the sixteenth century. From 1499 to 1501 Bembo 

had been a member of the courtly circle surrounding Caterina Comaro whose garden at 

Asolo became the setting for Gli Asolani. In the book the garden is transformed into the 

kind of poetic dream world that appears shortly thereafter in paintings by Giorgione and 

Titian, such as the Fite Champitre and Sacred and Profane Love.5 In Bembo's idyllic 

garden the main speakers adorn their discourses with Petrarchan verses which they sing to

1 Panofsky, Studies in Iconology, 146.
2 N. A. Robb, Neoplatonism of the Italian Renaissance (London, 1935), 192, quoted in Ibid., 147.
3 Panofsky, Studies in Iconology, 146.
4 B. Tomitano, Quattro libri della lingua Thoscana (Padua, 1570), quoted in Ibid.
5 Titian and Giorgione: Fete Champitre, Paris, Louvre (from Wethey, Titian, III, PI. 3 ) . Titian: 

Sacred'and Profane Love, Rome, Borghese Gallery (from Wethey, Titian, III, PI. 20).
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the accompaniment of lutes and viols. The speaker on the first day is Perottino who sees 

love as the cause of all suffering; whereas Gismondo, who speaks on the second day, finds 

love to be the source of all joy. It is the task of Lavinello on the third day to reconcile the 

two opposing points of view. He tells of meeting a saintly hermit who argues that "true 

love... is ultimately the love of God, awakened in the soul by the female image."1 In the 

hermit’s view, the contemplation of feminine beauty leads to spiritual union with the 

divine. Although Bembo is generally regarded as a Platonist, there is no strong evidence 

for this view in Gli Asolani. The Platonic lover here is the hermit, a Christian saint who 

has removed himself from society. Bembo, writing for courtiers, was certainly not 

advocating that they follow the hermit's example. If  Bembo does favor one kind of love 

over another in Gli Asolani, it is the sensual love of Perottino and Gismondo which he 

speaks of with a warmth that is lacking in Lavinello's Platonic conclusion.1 2 The label of 

Platonist more properly belongs to Baldassare Castiglione.

Castiglione uses several interlocutors in The Courtier to examine contemporary 

attitudes towards women. The misogynist Gasparo restates the positions o f Aristotle and 

St. Thomas Aquinas when he calls women "defective men" and gives them solely a 

domestic role, which is a view rejected by most of the courtiers and probably by most of 

their contemporaries. Though Castiglione also rejects Plato's low regard for women,3 he 

does uphold the increasingly patriarchal views of the Renaissance. Joan Kelly-Godol has 

argued persuasively that the role of women among the Italian nobility was one of growing

1 Logan, Culture and Society in Venice, 100.
2 Bembo’s own love affairs hardly speak of a devotion to heavenly beauty. He even admitted in a 

letter to Elisabetta Gonzaga, Duchess o f Urbino, that "the thought o f heavenly tilings never occupied him 
much." quoted in Pietro Bembo's 'Gli Asolani', trans. Rudolf B. Gottfried (Bloomington Indiana: Indiana 
University Press, 1954), xvi.

3 Plato also considered women to be subordinate to men. In the Timaeus, Plato states that upon 
death, a virtuous man would return to his own star. A man who had not led a good life, would return to 
earth as a woman! (Plato, Timaeus and Critias, trans. Desmond Lee [ Harmondsworth, Middlesex: 
Penguin Books, 1977], 58.
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dependency.1 For women there was a new emphasis on chastity and a new insistence that 

love lead to marriage and be confined within i t  Castiglione confirms these views, as in 

the words of his character Lord Magnifico: "if this mishap should befall the Court Lady 

(and her husband's hate or another's love should bring her to love), I would have her give 

her lover a spiritual love only; nor must she ever give him any sure sign of her love, either 

by word or gesture or by other means that can make him certain of i t " 1 2 Castiglione shows 

us that to present a pleasing fagade was a goal for both men and women in the courtly 

circles which he addresses in The Courtier. The most important skill for men, however, 

remained a skill with arms; the primary purpose for women, on the other hand, was to be 

pleasing. Lord Magnifico again sums up the Castiglione point of view: "in a Lady who 

lives at a court a certain pleasing affability is becoming above all else, whereby she will be 

able to entertain graciously every kind of man..."3 Although Castiglione allows women a 

public role, it is a passive and largely decorative one.

The discourse on love in The Courtier also reflects the attitudes of a male-dominated 

society. Bembo and Lord Magnifico become the spokesmen for Platonic love where love, 

assisted by reason, enables man "to rise above the material world."4 Man begins by loving 

a particular beauty. Through reason he is able to redirect a desire for union with his 

beloved to the true source o f her beauty , "beauty which is indistinguishable from the 

highest good, which by its light calls and draws all things unto itself...".5 Interestingly, 

Castiglione gives to his character Bembo the climactic hymn to Platonic love. This paean in

1 Joan Kelly-Gadol, "Did Women have a Renaissance?", Becoming Visible: Women in European 
History, eds. Renate Bridenthal and Claudia Koonz (Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1977).

2 Baldesar Castiglione, The Book o f the Courtier, trans. Charles S. Singleton, Anchor Books (New 
York: Doubleday and Company, 1959), 263.

3 Ibid., p. 207.
4 Paul N. Siegel, "The Petrarchan Sonneteers and Neo-platonic Love," Studies in Philology 42 

(1945), 175.
5 Ibid., p. 355.
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praise of spiritual love is more idyllic, less compromising than anything Ficino wrote; 

indeed, it becomes a kind of summary of what the Renaissance understood as Platonic 

love. In the course of his speech, Bembo touches on "the divine origin of beauty, the 

distinctions between the worlds of sense and intellect, [and] the various steps by which the 

sensual love of one lady is finally transformed into the spiritual love of God."1 The 

question that remains at the end of The Courtier as to whether women are as capable as 

men of achieving this divine union, points out that the discourse on love is not primarily 

concerned with women or even with mutual love between men and women.1 2 Even if 

women inspire love, they are largely viewed as passive embodiments of beauty whose sole 

function is to evoke men's spiritual aspirations.

No dialogues of love present Platonism in as pure a form as does Castiglione in The 

Courtier. Many of the dialogues, aimed at less exalted audiences, are direct rebuttals to 

bloodless Platonism. Torquato Tasso in II cavalier amante e la gentildonna amata, dated 

1580, wrote: "for my part I believe that love is a desire of embracing" (although not every 

desire of embracing is love).3 Tullia d'Aragona in Dialogo delV Infinita di Amore wrote: 

"Love, from what I have heard others say, and from what I know of it myself, is nothing 

other than a desire to enjoy by union, either what is really beautiful, or what appears to be 

beautiful in the lover."4 The most forthright opposition to Platonic love came in a remark 

by Girolamo Zoppio o f Bologna who simply said that it was for eunuchs!5

Attitudes toward love and beauty in the trattato d'amore reveal not only Platonic and 

Neoplatonic origins but other influences as well. Besides those of Medieval courtly love,

1 Pietro Bembo's 'Gli Asolani', trans. Gottfried, xv.
2 Joan Kelly-Gadol, "Did Women Have a Renaissance?", 160.
3 Nelson, Renaissance Theory o f Love, 155.
4 Georgina Masson, Courtesans of the Italian Renaissance (New York: SL Martin’s Press, 1976),

122.
5 Vincent Cronin, The Flowering o f the Renaissance (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1969), 104.
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Provengal love poetry and the love poems of Petrarch, there is also a connection made in 

some of the dialogues between beauty and the Virgin. This connection is implied by 

Bembo and explicit in some other sixteenth century writers such as Niccolo Franco in his 

Dialogo dove si ragiona delle bellezze (1542): "If beauty is really the source of grace, and if 

the smile of a beautiful woman can truly open the gates of Paradise, then the ultimate 

source of that grace, and the most efficacious of those smiles, is to be found in the 

Virgin..."1 Regardless of their sources, the dialogues, taken as a group, had a tremendous 

impact both direct and indirect upon Renaissance poets and artists. We can trace their 

influence upon the poetry of Tasso and Michelangelo and on the paintings o f Titian. As 

Panofsky and others have pointed out, the Venetian response to Platonism and 

Neoplatonism was to seek spiritual beauty not among the high-flown phrases of Ficino, but 

in the material world and especially in the human body.1 2 As we have seen, Venetian 

painters combined the physical!ty of oil paint on canvas with an emphasis upon the texture 

of the objects portrayed. In Dolce's words, "The true test of an artist's skill is not in the 

drawing of the figure but in rendering human flesh and other substances of nature."3

Bembo is particularly important to our understanding of the sensuous half-length 

genre because he reintroduced Petrarch to the Renaissance. In 1501 Bembo produced, for 

Aldus Manutius, the Venetian publisher, the first critical edition of Petrarch's works. 

Petrarch's love poems, which were written in the vernacular, were especially influential.

As Pyritz and other have pointed out, together they form one of the great programs of

1 Cropper, "On Beautiful Women," 393.
2 Panofsky, Studies in Iconology, 148.

 ̂"'Che non basta il saper formar le figure in disegni eccellenti, se poi le tinte de colon, che deono 
imitar la came, hanno del porfido, o del terreno, e sono prive di quella unione, e tenerezza e  vivacita che fa 
nei corpi la natura,' Dolce writes to Alessandro Contarini about 1554/55 (Giovanni Bottari and Stefano 
Ticozzi, Raccolta di lettere sulla pittura, scultura ed arcMtetturo [Milan, 1822-25] v o l.3 ,379-80," quoted in 
David Rosand, Painting in Cinqmcento Venice; Titian, Veronese, Tintoretto (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1956), 24.
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conventional love between Medieval courtly love and romantic love of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries.1 Petrarch's love poetry sprang from his assimilation of two poetic 

traditions.1 2 The first tradition was that of the troubadours whose love songs allowed for 

the possibility of sexual culmination. For example, the alba, which is a farewell between 

two lovers at dawn, explicitly implies sexual union. The second tradition was that of the 

dolce stil nuovo. In this tradition the lady is associated with the divine and paid religious 

homage. The expression of love thus becomes analogous to the pursuit o f virtue and any 

possibility of sexual satisfaction is denied.

Part o f the tension in Petrarch's love poems results from his vacillation between these 

two poetic traditions, that is, between regarding Laura as a real woman whose attributes he 

can enumerate and praise and one whom he can only distantly adore. To Petrarch, Laura 

represents both physical and spiritual perfection, and he is not always able to achieve a 

balance between the two.3 Petrarch expresses this tension between illusion and reality 

partly through the use of the antitheses and oxymora which are a major characteristic of his 

work. With such terms as "icy fire" and "lovely agony" Petrarch tried to hold the physical 

and spiritual in balance. In general, Petrarch's imitators were far less interested in his 

reasons for using such poetic devices than in elaborating and exploiting them.4 Bembo's 

sonnets are among the best, for although highly artificial, they are not merely a slavish 

imitation of Petrarch's. It is true that Bembo uses Petrarch's sonnets as the exemplar in 

both linguistic usage and verse form. He even borrows themes and phrases, but he uses

1 Hans Pyritz, 'Petrarca und die deutsche Liebeslyrik des 17. Jahrhunderts' in his Schriften zur 
deutschen Literaturgeschichte, Cologne, 1962. Quoted in Leonard Forster, The Icy Fire: Five Studies in 
European Petrarchism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), 2.

2 Ibid., 2-3.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid., 4. According to Leonard Forster, the essence of Petrarchism as it was known in the 

sixteenth and later centuries lay in the invention and elaboration o f Petrarch's poetic devices rather than in 
using them to express a basic ambivalence toward the subject o f the verse.
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them as a point o f departure for his own celebration of the specific, feminine qualities of the 

lady to whom they are addressed. The petrarchistic idiom greatly influenced not only 

poetry but also drama and the novel; in addition it became, in Leonard Forster's words,

"the obligatory language of love."1

Although Petrarch never enumerated Laura's features, he was considered to be the 

authority on perfect feminine beauty. "The gold hair, fine white hands, the black eyes, the 

ebony eyebrows, the roses and lilies in her cheeks, her pearly teeth, her coral lips, her 

breasts like globes of alabaster" became commonplace descriptions of female beauty not 

only in love poetry but in other writings as well.1 2 In the sixteenth century, recipes for 

feminine beauty, based on Petrarch's descriptions of Laura, even became codified in works 

such as Agnolo Firenzuola's Dialogo delle bellezze dome published in 1542. Petrarch's 

metaphors — the candle-moth, hooked fish, salamander, sun, etc. — were also turned into 

concrete visual images and codified in dictionaries such as Lodovico Beccadelli's Epiteti del 

Petrarca written between 1555 and 1560. Petrarch's play on words, especially his play on 

the lady's name, was also exploited in the sixteenth century. Petrarch had used the 

homonym I'aura (the breeze) or similar sounding words such as I'aurora (the dawn) or 

lauro (the laurel) to establish correspondences between a whole cycle of poems.3 Again, 

ignoring the larger implications o f Petrarch's use of the play on Laura’s name, sixteenth 

century poets commonly used the device in their love poetry. Bembo even included a pun 

on Laura-l'aura in a sonnet to a lady (Sonnet V) whose name was not Laura!4

All of these elements of Petrarch — the description of ideal beauty, the metaphores

1 Ibid., 8. According to Leonard Forster, the use of the petrarchistic idiom in drama and the novel as 
well as in poetry indicates that such a use had become not only widespread but obligatory when writing of 
love.

2 Ibid., 9-10.
3 Ibid., 21-22.
4 Ibid., 28.
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and the play on the lady's name — were exploited not only by poets and writers but artists 

as well. In the hands of painters they became concrete visual images. The metaphors were 

used mainly to create love emblems, but the recipe for perfect feminine beauty was widely 

incorporated into works o f art. Visual puns on the lady's name can also be found. For 

example, Leonardo painted a juniper bush (ginepro) behind the head of Ginevra de' Benci, 

with whom Bembo's father had been in love.1 Ginevra is the feminine dialect form of the 

Italian word for juniper.1 2 Leonardo may have made a similar pun on the name of Cecilia 

Gallerani, for in his portrait o f her she holds an ermine. The word ermine in Greek, 

transposed into Latin letters, is "gale", the beginning of her last name.3

The love poems of Petrarch had another connection with sixteenth century painting, 

because two of his sonnets, numbers 77 and 78, appear to have been written in response to 

a Simone Martini portrait of Laura. The poems do not describe the painting; instead, 

Petrarch first compliments the artist by employing the conceit that Laura is alive in the work 

and that he is indeed addressing his beloved. The later realization, that what he sees is only 

a painted portrait, produces the tension between the illusion of nature and nature itself that 

is one of the major characteristics of Renaissance art. As Cropper says, these two sonnets 

of Petrarch also become "the locus classicus for the claim that perfect beauty is beyond 

representation" because painters cannot capture on canvas the internal qualities of the 

beloved.4 In this manner, these two sonnets by Petrarch address the Renaissance paragone

1 Pietro Bembo's father, Bernardo, was Venetian ambassador to the Florentine court o f Lorenzo the 
Magnificent from 1475 to 1476 and again from 1478 to 1480. Ginevra, a member o f the wealthy and 
politically powerful de' Benci family, was married in 1474 at age 16 to Luigi Niccolini, age 32. Although 
Luigi also belonged to a prominent Florentine family, he appears to have suffered financial reversals. 
Ginevra was childless. A  series o f contemporary poems, first described by Della Torre (A. Della Torre, in 
Giormle Storico della Letteratura Italiana, vol. xxxv, 1900, 312-13.) record the romance between Ginevra 
and Bernardo Bembo. From John Walker, "Ginevra de'Benci by Leonardo da Vinci," National Gallery of 
Art: Report and Studies in the History of Art (Washington, National Gallery o f Art, 1967), 2.

2 Walker, "Ginevra de'Benci by Leonardo da Vinci," 11.
3 Ibid.
4 Elizabeth Cropper. "The Beauty o f Women: Problems in the Rhetoric of Renaissance Portraiture," 

Rewriting the Renaissance: The Discourses of Sexual Difference in Early Modern Europe, eds. Margaret



57

between poetry and painting.

Bembo again provides a bridge between Petrarch arid the sixteenth century. In 

imitation of Petrarch, Bembo wrote a pair of sonnets on a now lost Giovanni Bellini 

portrait o f one of his mistresses,1 probably Maria Savorgnan,* 1 2 which began a fashion for 

writing sonnets on portraits of beautiful women, especially in Venice, that lasted for half a 

century. Certainly, the paintings inspired the poetry; but the sonnets, in turn, may have 

encouraged Venetian artists to respond to the paragone by painting further portraits of 

beautiful women. Bembo's sonnets, and those of Agostino Beazzano, Pietro Aretino, and 

others, followed Petrarch's example in their response to the work of art. The same tension 

appears between what the poets first perceive to be the living figure o f their love and what, 

in the end, turns out to be only a painted representation. The writers therefore conclude that 

true representation of the beloved is beyond the reach of artists.

Art theorists also looked to Petrarch, but drew different conclusions. In UAretino, 

published in 1557, Ludovico Dolce uses Petrarch's own words to prove that through facial 

expression and gesture, an artist could reveal a figure's "inner secrets." As Petrarch had 

written: "Often one may read the heart upon the brow."3 Dolce, in the words of his 

mouthpiece, Aretino, explains that while it is the artist who creates the illusion of a living 

figure, it is the viewer who completes the illusion by giving meaning to the figure's 

external actions. The viewer thus reads into a portrait o f a friend or lover those important 

internal qualities.4 Dolce's words may be seen as support for painting in the paragone

W. Ferguson, Maureen Quilligan and Nancy J. Vickers (Chcago: The University o f Chicago Press, 1986), 
182.

1 Anderson, " The Giorgionesque Portrait," 156. She is referred to here as "una sua favorita."
2 Land, "Ekphrasis and Imagination: Some Observations on Pietro Aretino's Art Criticism," Art 

Bulletin 68 (June 1986), 213.
3 Ibid., 209.
4 Pointed out by Land, Ibid. Dolce's mouthpiece, Aretino, is responding here to the well-known 

dictum of Simonides of Ceos (quoted originally by Plutarch but here repeated by Fabrini, the other fictive 
participant in the dialogue) that painters are mute poets and poets are painters who speak.
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with poetry . The artist, according to Dolce has the ability not only to create a living 

likeness but to endow the figure with less tangible qualities — what Leonardo de Vinci calls 

"motions of the mind."

Direct influence of Petrarch upon the sensuous half-length genre is seen in his role as 

an authority upon both beauty and the paragone between poetry and painting. His main 

legacy, however, may be less tangible. Petrarch's vacillation between regarding Laura as a 

real woman and regarding her as an embodiment of spiritual perfection is directly addressed 

by the artists who painted the sensuous half-length images of beautiful women. In works 

such as the Laura or Flora, Giorgione and Titian created images of women who may be 

regarded as both real and contemporary, yet at the same time serve as embodiments of 

abstract values. These visual images of beautiful women form a direct parallel to the poetic 

images of Petrarch and Bembo. In Renaissance art as in Renaissance poetry, the real and 

the ideal are combined to transform what is imperfect and fleeting into something that is 

ideal and enduring.



CONCLUSION

In the first decades of the sixteenth century, Venetian artists were able to incorporate 

many of the paradoxes of their age into the sensuous half-length images of beautiful 

women. The new interest in the reality of the physical world that was expressed in 

literature by Ficino's De Voluptate and in the half-length genre by its emphasis on the 

tactile and the sensuous was balanced by the theoretical Neoplatonic belief that outward 

beauty was an illustration of the inward perfection of the mind and soul, which were in 

themselves a reflection o f the divine. The trattato d’amove, o f which Bembo's Gli Asolani 

was the first example, the attitudes expressed by Castiglione toward women at court, and 

the objectification of women in the sensuous half-length genre all treat women not for their 

intrinsic qualities but as embodiments of beauty and virtue. In this role they serve to 

inspire men to seek higher spiritual or moral values.

In a similar way, the new humanist interests in the art and literature of the classical 

world, which are alluded to in the draping of the camicia, the classicized face of a figure 

like Titian's Flora, and the hair style of Palma Vecchio's late Lucretia as well as the choice 

of both of these women as the subject of art, are balanced against the long tradition of 

Christianity that is also alluded to in the many borrowings of the sensuous half-length 

genre from images o f the Madonna — especially the half-length Madonnas of Giovanni 

Bellini. The use of the half-length format brought with it all of the associations of the icon: 

the ability to portray a likeness, to interact intimately with the viewer, to convey spiritual 

aspirations and to represent timeless and eternal truths. In his lost Judith, Giorgione 

borrowed both composition and pose from an early Bellini Madonna and Child. From
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Bellini, too, came the simplicity of images such as Titian's Flora and the monumentality 

and grandeur of her form. The bare breast of the Virgo lactans and the rich fabric stole 

with its sacred associations are also derived from images of the Madonna. Incorporated 

within these images of beautiful women is not only the Madonna, that model of Christian 

virtue, but also the Mary Magdalen whose sensuous beauty represents temptation and the 

carnal side of Christian patriarchy's idea of women.

By balancing within these paintings the real and the ideal, contemporary women and 

the interest in antiquity, the worship of the Virgin and the cult of the Magdalen, outer 

sensuous beauty and spiritual goals, artists such as Giorgione and Titian not only address 

the paradoxes of their own age but create triumphs of art. Seldom have artists incorporated 

a wider variety of sources with greater economy of means. These single images of women 

embody both the secular and spiritual aspirations of their age. In the hands of Giorgione, 

Titian, Palma Vecchio and Sebastiano del Piombo, the Venetian sensuous half-length 

images of beautiful women become new icons: the sixteenth-century counterparts to the 

fifteenth-century half-length Madonnas.



APPENDIX: ILLUSTRATIONS
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Figure 1. Titian, Flora, ca. 1515. Oil on canvas, 79 x 63 cm. 
Florence, Uffizi Gallery
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Figure 3. Giorgione, Laura, 1506. Oil on canvas, 41 x 33 cm. 
Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum



Figure 4. David Teniers,/wd/r/z, 1658. Engraving after 
the painting by Giorgione
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Figure 5. Palma Vecchio, Judith, ca.1525. Oil on 
canvas, 90 x 71 cm. Florence, Uffizi Gallery
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Figure 6. Titian, Salome, ca. 1510. Oil on canvas, 90 x 72 
cm. Rome, Doria-Pamphili Gallery
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Figure 7. Sebsastiano del Piombo, Salome, d. 1510. Oil on 
canvas, 55 x 44.5 cm. London, National Gallery
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Figure 8. Titian or Palma Vecchio, Tarquin and Lucretia, ca. 
1525. Oil on canvas, 84 x 64 cm. Vienna, Kunsthistorisches 
Museum
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Figure 9. Palma Vecchio, Lucretia, ca. 1518-1520. Oil on 
canvas, 78 x 56 cm. Rome, Borghese Gallery
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Figure 10. School of Leonardo da Vinci (G. Pedrini?), Flora, 
Basildon Park
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Figure 11. Giovanni Bellini, Allegorical Figure, ca. 
1490. Oil on panel. One of four panels from a restello (32 
x 22 cm overall). Venice, Gallerie dell' Accademia
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Figure 12. Giovanni Bellini, Woman with a Mirror, d. 1515. Oil on canvas, 62 
x 79 cm. Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum
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Figure 14. Titian, Allegory of Vanity, ca. 1520. Oil on canvas, 
97 x 81 cm. Munich, Alte Pinakothek
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Figure 15. Giovanni Bellini, Frizzoni Madonna, ca. 1460. 
Tempera on panel, 52 x 42.5 cm. Venice, Museo Civico 
Correr
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Figure 16. Titian, Mary Magdalen, ca. 1525. Oil on canvas, 84 x 69 
cm. Florence, Palazzo Pitti
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