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Abstract  

 

The figure of nude Venus that was a popular theme in the ancient Greco-Roman art also had 

its continuous presence in the European art during the Renaissance. While the iconography of the 

Venus portrayals produced during the Renaissance was loaded with aspects of the Classical 

tradition, they were also characteristic for timely and contextual innovations. This paper explores 

the use of the nude Venus figure from antiquity to the 16th century Italian Renaissance art with 

special reference to Titian’s Venus and the musician series and Lavinia Fontana’s Isabella Ruini 

as Venus.  In existing scholarship adequate emphasis has not been laid on the Classical tradition 

in the chosen case studies, and the paintings need to be interpreted in relation to Neoplatonism and 

the Renaissance concepts of beauty, music, and conjugal love where applicable. The study reveals 

that while the nude Venus was idealized in antiquity as an icon of beauty, sensuality, and a 

matronly persona in both everyday life as well as in the funerary context, her role expanded beyond 

that during the Renaissance. She was perceived, in addition to her traditional spheres of activity, 

as an embodiment of harmony between the beauty of the female body, nature and music both with 

and without restraint.  
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Introduction 

 

 The contribution of the Italian Renaissance to the continuation of the Classical tradition is 

immense. Especially, the Italian Renaissance art functioned as a medium through which the Greco-

Roman ideals concerning religion, mythology, and themes such as beauty and love were revived, 

reused, and reinterpreted. Among the popular subjects borrowed from the Classical antiquity, 

Venus, the goddess of love and beauty, stood out as a versatile persona who could be utilized to 

convey the Renaissance ideals while still conforming to her traditional spheres of activity. Most 

importantly, Venus being a deity whose iconography typically included nudity and perfection of 

feminine beauty, during the Renaissance period the goddess found her place in the private art 

collections of the nobles as a manifestation of beauty of conjugal love.   

This research paper aims to explore the utilization of the nude Venus figure in antiquity 

and its continuation during the 16th century Renaissance in Italy. This paper uses two case studies 

in investigating how the Renaissance artists idealized the Classical deity in agreement with the 

contemporary socio-political and cultural milieus. The two case studies are Titian’s Venus and the 

musician painting series and Lavinia Fontana’s Isabella Ruini as Venus. The two artists who are 

credited with these paintings lived in the same century and they were from two separate Italian 

cities that were socially and culturally progressive. However, their genders and artistic 

backgrounds differ, and their paintings also reflect contextual variations. In terms of the latter, for 

instance, there is no indication that the nude Venus in Titian’s painting series was modelled on a 

clearly identifiable woman of the time, while Lavinia’s Venus was modelled on her patron Isabella 

Ruini who was alive at the time the painting was realized. The study utilizes contextual differences 

such as these, and also a detailed analysis of the iconography of the respective paintings to 

determine the nature of Venus representations in the Italian Renaissance art.  

As far as the research and publications on the Venus figure are concerned, Eve D’Ambra’s 

studies on the Roman imperial portrait sculpture provide a significant starting point to the 

iconography of Venus type statues.1 D’Ambra explored the contradictions and complexities 

 
1 D’Ambra 1996; D’Ambra 2010. 
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associated with the Venus type funerary portraits of Roman matronae and how Venus promulgated 

socially acceptable marital expectations that were on par with the Roman matrona. Nudity of the 

matronae statues, in this regard, was considered by the author as a Venus costume that adorned 

the female body. Sadie Pickup also investigated the funerary sculpture of the Roman matronae 

with detailed references to the Classical Venus statues, mainly Aphrodite of Knidos.2 Pickup’s 

evaluation on the matronae statues is that they alluded to a positive Venus who was Felix, Victrix, 

and was symbolic of fertility and chastity. These reflections on Venus’ attributes and the associated 

iconography are helpful in determining the journey of Classical tradition in the Renaissance Venus 

depictions. 

  Jill Burke’s study investigated the imitation of the Venus figure during the Renaissance 

when the beauty standards began to be redefined.3 She discussed the popularity of the Venus pudica 

stance and the reclining Venuses in Renaissance art as dominated by female nudity. In the author’s 

view a wide variety of literary genres also put the conceptions of female beauty and nudity into 

perspective and, simultaneously, representations of the nude Venus triggered “a kind of aesthetic 

assessment of naked female bodies”.4 In terms of the paintings of Titian and Lavinia, in general, 

extensive studies and publications have been done. However, as far as the case studies chosen for 

this study are concerned, satisfactory attention has not been paid on their affinity to the Classical 

tradition per se. For instance, since the 19th century many catalogues have been composed on 

Titian’s oeuvre of paintings including that of Harold E. Wethey’s in three volumes5 and Filippo 

Pedrocco’s Titian.6 Iconographical studies on Titian’s paintings have also been done by scholars 

such as Erwin Panofsky.7 Especially, Panofsky interpreted Titian’s Venus and musician series in 

Neoplatonic terms which Pedrocco refers to with only a passing comment. In her study on the 

musical improvisations and the aesthetics of the “Sprezzatura” in the 16th century Venetian 

painting, Joanna Kilian Michieletti very briefly referred to the role of Venus as the goddess of love 

and beauty in rendering a sensual character to music. 8 This poses the necessity of delving further 

 
2 Pickup 2015. 
3 Burke 2017. 
4 Ibid.,46. 
5 Whethey 1969-1975. 
6 Pedrocco 2001. 
7 Panofsky 1936; Panofsky 1969. 
8 Michieletti 2013. 
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into the association of Venus with music as musicality plays dominant role in Titian’s Venus and 

the musician series.  

Caroline P. Murphy’s contribution to the study of Lavinia Fontana and her paintings is very 

impressive. Especially, Murphy’s exploration of the identity and status of the 16th Bolognese 

patrician women is both informative and convincing when studying about Lavinia’s painting 

Isabella Ruini as Venus. Murphy identified the Bolognese noble women as a vital group of the 

city’s identity whose beauty and intellectual competencies were popular subject matter for the 

writers. Murphy’s Lavinia Fontana provided an all-encompassing account on Lavinia’s artistic 

background and her career with significant emphasis laid on her clientele in Bologna. 9 While she 

also facilitated the reader’s understanding on the paintings by making references to the most 

significant iconographic details, especially with respect to the Isabella-Venus paintings further 

research could be done in terms of its connotations on the Classical tradition.     

 In addressing the Classical tradition of the Renaissance paintings that idealized Venus, this 

paper is organized as follows. Chapter One titled, “Roman Empresses and Roman Matronae as 

Venus” begins with an overview of the status and function of Venus in Rome and discusses several 

Roman funerary statues of the 1st and 2nd centuries AD that depicted Roman matronae as Venus. 

The chapter also takes into consideration several Classical Venus statues in order to compare them 

with the early imperial statues of the matronae through an iconographical analysis of all the chosen 

examples.  

 Chapter Two is titled “the Depiction of Female Nudity in the 16th Century Italian Art” and 

it transitions the study from the antiquity to the Italian Renaissance art. I begin with an introduction 

on the Italian Renaissance and Classical revivalism in Italian art with an emphasis on Humanism 

and Neoplatonism and several paintings featuring the Classical tradition. The discussion then 

moves to the representation of nudity in the 16th century Venetian and Bolognese arts in order to 

understand the artistic backgrounds of Venice and Bologna where Titian and Lavinia Fontana 

idealized their nude Venuses. I deem this understanding of the artistic trends and influences that 

 
9 Murphy 2003. 
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preceded Titian and Lavinia’s Venus representations to be essential in interpreting the two artists’ 

works.  

 Chapter Three titled, “Titian’s Venus and the Musician Series” begins with Titian’s career 

especially focussing on Giorgione’s influence on him for his Sleeping Venus at Dresden that highly 

influenced Titian’s Venus and the Musician Series. I then conduct a detailed analysis on the 

iconography of Titian’s chosen painting series while referring to the iconography of the Classical 

and imperial Venus type statues in order to determine their reflections on the Classical tradition. I 

also discuss the Platonic and Neoplatonic ideals on love and beauty in interpreting the painting 

series as an extension of the Classical tradition. 

 In Chapter Four titled, “Lavinia Fontana’s Isabella Ruini as Venus” I first provide a short 

introduction to emergence of Lavinia as a female artist being the daughter of the Bolognese artist 

Prospero Fontana and her appearance in the Bolognese noble circles as a highly sought female 

portraitist. Then I analyse Lavinia’s painting Isabella Ruini as Venus by bringing into discussion 

the popularity of the noble Isabella in the Italian laude poetry and her association with Venus in 

Lavinia’s painting. The dichotomy between her nobility and the association with Venus is 

addressed through the iconography of the painting which points to moral quality that accompanies 

her nobility. I conclude the study with a summary and analysis of the findings to determine which 

aspects of Classical Venus representations have remained the same in the Renaissance depictions 

and how the Renaissance artists have contributed with new interpretations of the nude Venus 

figure. 
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Chapter One- Roman Empresses and Roman Matronae as Venus 

 

During the period from the late 1st century AD to the 2nd century AD, the practice of 

commemorating the deceased Roman empresses and matronae of illustrious character in the guise 

of Venus became popular in the Roman portrait sculpture. Such portraits as found in the tombs of 

the respective women featured heads with grave and seemingly ideal facial expressions and nude 

bodies akin to the attributes of the nude Venus (Figures 1a and 1b).10 Although, at a glance, this 

combination of the empress/ matrona’s head and the nude body appears to be contradictory, a 

deeper understanding of how Venus was perceived in the Roman society, especially in relation to 

sexuality and reproduction, provides us a new insight into this dichotomy in exploring the 

importance of such depictions.   

The aim of this chapter is to explore several early imperial portrait statues of Roman 

empresses and matronae in the guise of nude Venus and discuss how those depictions relate to the 

socio-cultural and political milieu of the contemporary Roman society. I hope that this discussion 

would facilitate to understand how, with the passage of time, the imperial idealization of the nude 

Venus led to characteristic theories and perspectives on female nudity in the Venetian and 

Bolognese elitist art and society as will be discussed in the following chapter. 

This study of the Roman commemorative statues in the funerary context requires a 

discussion of the perception and reception of Venus in the Roman context. This is mainly because, 

although Venus was an adaptation of the Greek Aphrodite for the most part, clearly the Romanized 

goddess was a manifestation of the Roman ideals that catered to the socio-cultural and political 

requirements of their society.  

Venus was the Roman counterpart of the Greek goddess Aphrodite. Aphrodite herself was 

influenced by the Near Eastern tradition of deities of love, especially the Phoenician goddess 

 
10 The Roman funerary portrait statues of the Roman empresses and matronae belonging to the 1st and 2nd centuries 

show resemblances to the 4th century BC statue of Aphrodite of Knidos by the Greek sculptor Praxiteles whose 

masterpiece in turn influenced the 2nd century AD Roman statue of Capitoline Venus. The Venus Pudica (modest 

Venus) stance, the gesture of covering the breast with one hand and/ or the pubic area with the other, and one leg 

leaning forward while the body rests on the other, as found in the Roman funerary portrait statues are two key 

characteristics borrowed from these ancient statues. 
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Ashtart. Ashtart was a result of syncretism between the Sumerian goddess Inanna/ Ishtar, a goddess 

of love and nature, and the Semitic god Athtar, a manifestation of war and hunting.11 As Aphrodite 

approached Greece through Cyprus, she still retained some of the attributes of Ashtart such as 

love, nudity, and war. In this regard, we could consider the “Astarte Plaques” from both Phoenicia 

and Greece in which nude females are facing forward, with their legs together, arms either holding 

their breasts, pointing to the groin, or keeping straight to the sides.12 The 4th century sculptural 

masterpiece Aphrodite of Knidos (Figure 1a) by Praxiteles shows an iconographical link between 

the Near Eastern goddesses of love and Greek Aphrodite in that the goddess is standing nude, and 

has drawn her right hand across her groin. This is the Venus Pudica or the “modest Venus” stance 

and the goddess is depicted with her left leg leaning forward while the body rests on the other 

which is known as the contrapposto pose. This masterpiece influenced many other works 

including the Capitoline Venus (Figure 1b) of the 2nd century AD in which the nude goddess covers 

both her breasts and the groin with her hands and shows the contrapposto pose. These 

iconographic details were also seen in the imperial idealizations of Venus in the Roman funerary 

sculpture in the 1st and 2nd centuries AD. 

With the expansion of Greek colonization, starting from the 8th century BC, the Greek 

influence on Italy began to be seen in various socio-cultural aspects including religion. Moreover, 

the Etruscans, whose cities were located in the areas northwest of Rome, were influential to the 

Romans in the ensuing centuries in the shaping of the Roman mythology and religion.13 Especially, 

due to Etruscans’ trade relations with the Near Eastern communities and the Mediterranean region, 

they had developed a pantheon of gods in which affinities to that of the Greek religion were 

characteristic.  In such a background, the religion and mythology that thrived in Rome readily 

accepted the Greek religious influences as could be observed especially through the Roman 

temples built through the 6th century to the 1st century AD.14 The temple of Mars Ultor dedicated 

 
11 Budin 2004, 104.  
12 Ibid., 103. 
13 Expansion and the influence of the Etruscan civilization starting from around the 8 th century until the 3rd to 2nd 

centuries BC had a remarkable impact on Rome. Rome particularly borrowed from their political system, art and 

architecture, and religious practices such as divination, and was greatly benefitted from their lands and economic 

strength, which the Etruscans had established through the richness of metals and trade in the Mediterranean region.  
14 As examples we could consider the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitoline Hill assumed to have 

been built by Tarquinius Superbus, which has in its cellae the figures of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva, and the temple of 

Mars Ultor (Mars the Avenger) dedicated by the first Roman emperor Augustus in 2 BC.  
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by Augustus in 2 BC in the Forum of Augustus consisted of a pediment that displayed the figure 

of Mars in the centre, who was flanked by Venus and Fortuna and the seated figures of Romulus 

and Roma (Figures 2a and 2b) in either sides. While Mars and Romulus are two important figures 

in the origin myths of the Romans; Romulus being the founder of Rome and Mars being the father 

of Romulus and his brother Remus, Fortuna and Roma, the latter being the personification of the 

city,15 were also regarded with great importance to the Roman civic, religious, and political life. 

In the pediment of the temple of Mars Ultor, Venus seems to have had her presence among these 

important figures mainly because of her role in beginning the first lineage of the Romans. That is, 

by being the mother of Aeneas, whose descendant Romulus founded Rome. This is where our 

discussion of Venus’s role and function in the Rome begins.  

In Rome, Venus exercised power over the spheres of sexual love, marriage, beauty, 

fertility, and vegetation. Although some of these areas of operation are also common to her Greek 

counterpart, they showed contextual differences; for instance, the Roman goddess presided over 

socially responsible sexuality while the Greek Aphrodite was well-known for unrestrained sexual 

behaviour, and the background in which Venus was given certain attributions are significant to 

understand her role among the Romans. Also, it is important to consider that based on the values 

attributed to her, Venus was identified through different epithets that described her special 

attributes, powers, and functions. Venus genetrix was one such epithet which described her role as 

mother and foundress of the family. Venus is the mother of Aeneas, who, after a perilous adventure 

after leaving Troy, founded the settlement of Lavinium in Latium. Mythology and tradition 

concerning Aeneas’ settlement in Italy and his story before, as well as the contribution of his 

lineage until the ultimate founding of Rome by Romulus, all suggest the importance of Venus’s 

guidance, assistance, and her role as a divine mother. As these origin stories were immensely 

imbued with the ancient Roman virtues such as pietas and attributes such as heroism, the heroes 

and the deities associated with them, such as Venus, were also held in high regard even in the 

subsequent centuries. This could be especially observed during the Augustan period (27 BC- 14 

AD), an era which was propagandized as a golden age and an epoch that meant to idealize the 

ancient Roman virtues and principles, along with Venus, the ancestral mother of the Julians. Thus, 

as part of the Augustan political agenda of promoting the family, Venus received important status 

 
15 Fortuna/ Fors, whose Greek counterpart was Tyche, was associated with fortune, chance, and luck.  
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under the Augustan rule as the divine matrona of the Roman families.16 In such a background, the 

practice of honoring the deceased empresses and matronae of dignified character by equating them 

to the idealized mother and matrona Venus through portrait statues was regarded a great honor. 

The epithet Venus Obsequens came to be associated with Venus upon building the cult 

temple for Venus under the same epithet by Q. Fabius Maximus Gurges in 295 BC.17 This epithet 

described Venus as the “favorable one”, “the obedient” and the “the compliant one”, and it is 

noteworthy that this cult was introduced to celebrate success in war and to emphasize on the sexual 

morality of women, specially the matronae.18 As sexual morality of a matrona concerned her 

sexual loyalty to her husband which maintained the status quo of their family, the Roman Venus 

thus exhibited a moralizing aspect through her cult. 

 Moreover, the cult of Venus Verticordia that featured Venus in her capacity to change the 

hearts of the women from lust to chastity, is another attribute of the Roman goddess. The ritualistic 

aspects of this cult stressed on the control of emotions although Venus Verticordia governed the 

sexual behavior of the followers, who were mostly matronae. Ritual bathing and adorning the cult 

statues were such rituals and the goddess’s re-emergence as an inspirational divine-bride was 

meant to inculcate in the minds of the worshippers the importance of beauty and sexual appeal as 

being oriented towards “the goals of the family and the state”.19 Thus, chastity, child bearing and 

contributing to the progression of the state through loyalty to family became inherent to the Roman 

Venus and especially her matronae worshippers of dignified character sought to live up to the 

standards and the ideals their goddess represented. Moreover, such women were further honored 

by their husbands and families after their death by idealizing them as the goddess Venus herself.  

 
16 Venus was an important deity to the entire Julio-Claudian dynasty including Julius Caesar, whose faithfulness and 

reliance to the cult of Venus can be observed especially in the contemporary coinage. Specially the construction and 

dedication of the temple for Venus Genetrix as recorded by Dio Cassius (43.22.1-3) in the Forum of Caesar (Forum 

Iulium) is further testimony to the ancestral connection established with the Julian family. As this chapter mainly 

focuses on the period after Julius Caesar, the status of the cult of Venus under Julius Caesar will not be discussed in 

detail. 
17 D’Ambra 1996, 221.  
18 In terms of success in war, Venus favored Q. Fabius Maximus Gurges in the Third Samnite War. Accusations of 

adultery that resulted in a moral decadence was the other reason why it is believed that this cult was established. 

According to Livy (10. 31.9), the money came from the fines imposed on the women accused of adultery. The link 

between Q. Fabius Maximus Gurges and Venus Obsequens is made by Servius 1.720.  Livy does not record the epithet 

of the goddess. In Livy, the temple is said to be near the Circus Maximus.  
19 D’Ambra 1996, 221. 
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 Having thus discussed the general perception and role of Venus in Rome in terms of sexual 

appeal, chastity, sexual restraint, and motherhood that facilitated the goals of the family and the 

state, we can now discuss to what extent the statues of the deceased empresses/ matronae fit in our 

discourse of the nude Venus. The portrayal of empresses and matronae in the guise of the nude 

Venus could be dated to the first century AD when the women of exemplary character, typically 

the empresses and matronae of the freed citizenry, were commemorated in funeral portraiture. 20 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, such portraits had faces reminiscent of  the Roman 

matronae and nude bodies resembling the Knidian and Capitoline Venuses.21 However, it is also 

important to note that especially the empresses were often identified with goddesses, such as 

Venus, both in and outside the funerary context.22 For example, the Roman empresses Livia 

Drusilla and Flavia Iulia who lived in the 1st century were given the status of divae or “goddesses” 

and were especially associated with Venus. Livia was most often identified with the Greek deities 

Hera and Demeter, and her association with Venus was especially indicated in connection with the 

cult of Venus Genetrix that was upheld during the Augustan reign (Figures 3a and 3b).23 Livia and 

Iulia both were associated with Venus and their statues were erected as resemblances of the 

goddess. 24 Moreover, Poppaea Sabina, the second wife of the emperor Nero, was associated with 

Venus while she was alive due to her beauty and, according to Dio Cassius, she was venerated 

posthumously by being conferred the cult title “Sabina Venus”25. Thus, these literary attestations 

to the custom of associating the empresses and matronae with Venus makes it a familiar practice 

among the Romans. In funerary sculpture, this is further and vividly demonstrated through tangible 

evidence especially pertaining to the matronae statues of the wives of the freed men. For the same 

reason, this practice of private individuals representing the goddess Venus could be understood in 

terms of imitating the imperial examples.26 

 
20 Ibid., 219. 
21 See note 10 above. 
22 i.e. either in tombs or in temples. 
23 For instance, the turquoise cameo belonging to the period 14-37 AD shows Livia holding a portrait bust (?) of 

Augustus or one of her sons (Tiberius or Drusus I). This piece of jewelry shows Livia’s drapery as closely clinging to 

the body while it is also slipping off her left shoulder as was seen in the Venus Genetrix portrait statues. (Pickup 2015, 

144) 
24 Dio Cass. 59.11.2-3 and Mart. 6.13, respectively.  
25 Dio Cass. 63.26.3.  
26 While there is evidence on the deification of the matronae as Venus in reliefs, such as a relief depicting Claudia 

Semne, this chapter only focuses on the portrait statues.  
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  A funerary honorific statue sometimes identified as Marcia Furnilla, the second wife of 

the emperor Titus is in the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek in Copenhagen (Figure 4).27 The missing hands 

in this portrait seem to replicate those of the Capitoline Venus, in that the pudica stance of covering 

one breast with one hand and the groin with the other is indicated. Also, the weight of the body 

seems to rest on the right leg similar to the Capitoline Venus and the eyes avoid the gaze of the 

viewer although to a lesser extent than the Capitoline Venus. The remains of two small feet near 

the statue are often attributed to a small missing portrait of Eros. Based on the hair style, this statue 

is dated to 90-100 AD.28 As far as the head of the nude statue is concerned, it shows maturity 

mainly through the stern gaze, lines under the eyes, firm lips, and the overall facial expression. 

The body evidently appears to be comparatively younger than the age represented by the face, and 

with firm breasts, characteristic roundness of the abdomen and fleshiness of the body it sufficiently 

indicates the youthful feminine sexuality with potential reproductivity.   

In D’Ambra’s study of the portraits of Venus where she discusses the Roman perceptions 

of the biological and social body in relation to religion, practice of medicine and family, the author 

assumes that this portrait depicts a woman in her thirties, either at the moment of death or when 

she played the role of a wife and mother or grandmother.29 This view seems fitting, for not only 

the majority of women would marry before the age of thirty and start producing their progeny by 

that age. It is easily discernible, however, that this statue is closer to an idealized, divine feminine 

physique due to the lack of any sign of pubic hair or body hair, the neat and well-polished portrayal 

of the body and its overall resemblance of the divine being in Capitoline Venus.30   

 A Venus statue dated to 100-110 AD accompanied by a figure of Mercury was found in 

the tomb of the Manilii. It is housed in the Vatican Museums, and this is another commemorative 

funerary portrait that is relevant to our discussion (Figure 5).31 Like the statue of the Copenhagen 

matron discussed above, this statue also contains a head of a mature woman and a younger body 

that is not compatible with the mature facial reserve. The face avoids the gaze of the viewer and 

 
27 D’Ambra 1996, 220. 
28 Ibid., 223. 
29 Ibid., 225.  
30 D’Ambra views the absence of pubic hair as a sign of elite fashion as opposed to ungroomed body hair. Moreover, 

from a gynecological perspective, the author views the physique of the statue as proportionate to an average child- 

bearing woman yet, the dichotomy between the portrayal of the head and the body is clearly acknowledged.  
31 D’Ambra 1996, 227.  
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the eyes in particular show gravity and focus. The wrinkles near the eyes, nose, and mouth appear 

to be signs of maturity in terms of age. The firm and closed lips further add to the self-restraint 

portrayed in her character as is suitable for a matrona as opposed to a young girl.  

The nude body with firm breasts resembling the body of a young woman with slender waist 

is similar to the sensual body in the Copenhagen statue. However, this statue is described as 

unproportionate as it is thought to have been a result of “hasty execution by the sculptor” or 

“limited budget for the commission”.32 Despite this, similar to the Copenhagen statue, this portrait 

also expresses the pudica stance with one hand covering the breast and the other hand covering 

the groin, which is a rendition of the Capitoline Venus. As the latter, the Vatican statue also shows 

the resting of the body weight on one leg, yet in this portrait it is the right leg that the body is rested 

on. However, overall, the body is still expressive of sexual appeal, fertility, and therefore the 

reproductive aspect of the Roman matrona.  

 A partially nude Venus type statue from the period 100-120 AD, placed in the Capitoline 

Museum as found from one of the tombs along Via Appia, is another example of the Roman 

commemorative statues of the imperial period (Figure 6).33 The pose is different from that of the 

Copenhagen and Vatican Venuses, and so from the Capitoline Venus, but the body weight does 

rest on one leg and the head is turned to a side avoiding the direct gaze of the viewer. D’Ambra 

views this Capitoline statue as an adaptation of the Venus of Capua (Figure 7), which in turn was 

influenced by a Greek depiction of Venus where the statue is draped from the hips to the feet and  

“turns toward a shield she once held in her hands”34 Despite the iconographic similarity between 

this statue and the Venus of Capua in terms of the body from the hip down to the feet, this 

Capitoline statue cannot be directly associated with victory, as is the case with the latter.  

However, the drapery and pose could still be viewed as fitting the image of a matrona. The 

head is held up and together with the open shoulders, the figure implies an authoritative gesture. 

The firm breasts, as in the other examples, contribute to the sexual appeal which is also expressed 

through the partially covered groin area. The abdomen and the broad hips, however, are indicative 

of the matrona’s fertility. The facial expression too, with the serious eyes, expressionless lips and 

 
32 Ibid., 227.  
33 Ibid., 105. 
34 Ibid. 
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with a few signs of maturity, such as the loose flesh under the chin, make the head of the statue 

appear similar to the portrayals discussed above. However, the pudica stance seen in the 

Copenhagen and Vatican Venuses is absent in this portrayal due to the difference in the depiction 

of the hands and the presence of drapery. Yet, as a whole, the matronly sensuality, self-restraint 

and fertility are apparent. 

Another example for a 2nd Century AD (130-140) nude, Venus type portrait statue is from 

the Farnese Collection, placed in the National Archaeological Museum in Naples (Figure 8).35 

While this statue has not been archaeologically attested whether it was a funerary portrait, as with 

two of the previous statues, the identity of who is portraited is contested, despite assumptions of it 

resembling Trajan’s sister, Marciana, Antoninus Pius’s wife, Faustina the Elder, and the mother 

of Lucius Verus, Avidia Plautia, all of whom represented the imperial order.36 However, despite 

these ambiguities, the iconographic signs of the statue conform to the Copenhagen and Vatican 

statues discussed above.  

The body posture of this statue clearly represents the Capitoline Venus, with the body 

weight laying on one leg, the head turned to a side avoiding the direct gaze of the viewer and with 

the pudica stance. The face shows stern eyes, closed lips and signs of maturity resulting in an 

overall expression of dignity. The nude body with the firm breasts and fleshy and proportionate 

build all together account for the erotic appeal of the statue and at the same time, the matronly 

fertility. In D’Ambra’s study of nudity as a form of adornment, however, the author views explicit 

nudity and the elaborated hairstyle as contributing to beautify the statue for those details function 

in place of a dress.37 In this regard, it is also important to consider who in the contemporary Roman 

society had access to complex hair styles of this nature. Undoubtedly, the lifestyles of the 

empresses of the time included fashions that the entire civil society was not privileged to enjoy. 

The other category of society that had access to the fashions of the court was the slaves and freed 

slaves who were employed in the courts in different layers. Therefore, upon the death of a matrona 

in a freedman’s family, her family would have considered it an honor to portray the deceased in 

 
35 Ibid., 103. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., 104.  
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such a manner by imitating the hairstyles of the empresses and elite women of the time, which 

further dignified the worth of the matrona posthumously.  

The four examples of portrait statues representing the Roman matronae as Venus are 

individual depictions found from different locations in varying years or decades. Yet, they make a 

common type of Venus statues in several aspects. First, despite the explicit sensuality of the nude 

body, the faces show matronly expressions of self-control, reserve, and modesty, as observed 

through stern eyes, and closed, expressionless lips. The positioning of the heads, which is neither 

timid nor shameful is expressive of the authority and self-reliance of the matronae. Also, the 

gesture of avoiding direct eye contact with the viewer is suggestive of modesty as expected of a 

matrona. All these aspects contribute to express maturity of the matronae depicted and the 

hairstyles seem to conform to the elite fashions of the time in a way that they elevate the status of 

the matronae. Except the portrait at the Capitoline Museum, the other three, those in Copenhagen, 

Vatican, and Naples, are clear representations of the Venus pudica stance of modesty. The 

Capitoline portrayal, however, suggests modesty to a certain extent through the partial drapery. 

Also, the three other statues directly resemble an interrupted Venus during a bathing pose. This 

view can be disputed in the statue at the Capitoline Museum for it has borrowed from the Venus 

at Capua as discussed above. However, all four examples are parallel reflections of the divine 

beauty, sexual appeal, and fertility as also epitomized in both Aphrodite of Knidos and Capitoline 

Venus.  

In conclusion, the representation of matronae in the guise of nude or partially nude Venus 

continued even after the first and second centuries AD, yet, especially during the first two 

centuries, this practice did not only indicate the individual matronly beauty and maternal role in a 

domestic setting. Just as the literary sources and inscriptions accounted for the deification of the 

empresses based on their beauty, illustrious status and character, this manner of commemorating 

the matronae as the nude Venus functioned as a way of honoring the ideal matronly persona that 

was exemplary in a broader social set up. Undoubtedly, the beauty and sexual appeal of a woman 

nourished the bond between the husband and wife in combination with her fertility. This fertility 

signified the creation of the progeny which was an essential component in the social progression, 

and therefore, an individual matrona’s sexuality and fertility with self-restraint benefited the well-

being of both the family and the state. Thus, a matrona was praised and honored after death by 
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commemorating her matronly contribution to the family and the state which she imparted during 

her life span. Moreover, in the beginning of the imperial era where Virgil’s propaganda of the 

Augustan Golden Age praised Venus Genetrix for the creation of the Roman nation, the role of a 

matrona in continuing the Roman nation was emphasized as decisive. This political literature on 

the exemplary role of a matrona thus came to be held in high regard by the subsequent imperial 

families and matronae of the freedmen. Thus, the feminine beauty, modesty, chastity, and fertility 

were all seen as gearing towards the fulfillment of matronly expectations, as expressed through the 

portrait statues discussed in this chapter.  
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Chapter Two- The Depiction of Female Nudity in the 16th Century Italian Art 

 

           The development of nudity as an art form from antiquity up to the 16th century Italian art 

was subjected to various socio-political and artistic transformations of the preceding centuries. 

Among them, the Renaissance can be identified as one of the most influencial historical 

occurrences that resulted in some of the most distinct characteristics of the use of nudity in Italian 

art. The objective of this chapter is to explore several popular trends and characteristics in the use 

of female nudity in the 16th century Italian art in the backdrop of the Renaissance. 

 This chapter begins with a brief overview of the Italian Renaissance and Classical 

revivalism in Italian Art. This sets the background for the main discussion of the use of female 

nudity in the Venetian and Bolognese arts in the 16th century, which entails the works of several 

significant Italian artists of the time.  This approach is meant to help us gain a better understanding 

about the background of the Venus type paintings of Titian and Lavinia Fontana chosen for this 

research paper.   

  

The Italian Renaissance Art and Classical Revivalism 

 The Renaissance marks one of the most momentous phases in the European history due to 

the various transformations it brought about in the different spheres such as art,  politics, religion 

and science, during the period from the 15th century, also known as “Quattrocento”, to the 16th 

century. While there are multiple interpretations and definitions on the “Renaissance”, a term that 

was used for the first time  in the nineteenth century to denote a period and a “cultural model”, it 

is often described as a period characterized for the “revival of the culture of ancient Greece and 

Rome” as opposed to the medieval values.38 In Italy, where the Renaissance first began and thrived, 

gradual changes in the political system, new trends in scholarship, economic advacements and the 

patronage of the affluent families can be identified as conducive factors that laid foundation for 

this development. Especially, these factors were fundamental in the inception of the Renaissance 

 
38 Campbell 2003. More theories and perspectives on the interpretations of Renaissance can be found in Monfasani 

2015, 466. 
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in Florence, which was the leading city in the Italian Renaissance. Moreover, the Fall of 

Constantinople in 1453 also resulted in a revival of the knowledge of Classical Greece because the 

capture of Constantinople by the Turks caused the migration of the scholarly texts and knowledge 

to Italy and the rest of the Europe. In such a background, the ancient Classical traditions were 

revitalized and at the same time, based on the Classical knowledge, new cultural theories such as 

humanism and Neo-Platonism were developed and incorporated into various art forms including 

the Renaissance art. 

 Humanism, in particular, had a considerable impact on Italian art.  It was an intellectual 

movement which significantly developed during the period from the 14th century to early 16th 

century in Italy. The term “Humanism” that came to be used from the 19th century as a concept 

dates back to the Latin word humanitas used by Cicero and other Classical scholars to imply the 

cultural values imparted by disciplines such as literature, history and philosophy.39 Petrarch’s 

identification of the term in relation to the Classical texts during the 14th century promoted 

Humanism among other scholars, and in the 15th century, the term umanista came to be frequently 

used in scholarship40. However, the background was being laid for the rise of Humanism at least 

from the 12th centuray, especially with the revival of legal education in Italian education institutes 

such as the University of Bologna. This encouraged the lawyers who studied the ancient Roman 

law to explore the Latin language, the Roman history, and also other Latin texts of various 

disciplines. Moreover, the rise of learning centres in Italy in the 14th century, such as the Angevin 

Court of Naples and the papal curia of Avignon, was another contributing factor for the rise of 

Humanism41. From between the two centres, the former was particularly important for the study 

of Greek while the latter became a knowledge hub for its vast collection of Classical texts and 

attraction of scholars.  In such a background, with the rediscovery of the Classical texts and with 

the excitement over reading and understanding them, Humanism evolved encompasing the study, 

interpretation and assimilation of the values of Greek and Roman antiquities, both archaeological 

and philological42. Moreover, with Petrarch’s recognition that  the Classical antiquity was the 

zenith of human achievement, the study of the Classical works and moral illumination was 

 
39 Mann 2004, 2. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
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weighed against the strict knowledge system upheld by the Medieval Christian dogma. Imitation 

and borrowing from the Classical works thus became popular in scholarship, as seen in the works 

of Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375).43  Moreover, Lorenzo Valla (1407-1457)44 and Angelo 

Poliziano (1454-1494)45 were two prominent Italian Humanists who took the Humanist movement 

to its heights during the Quattrocento. Especially, Poliziano thrived in Lorenzo de Medici’s circle 

of platonizing and metaphorical surrounding, which was reflected in his contribution to 

Humanism.  

 Neoplatonism in this regard deserves our consideration because its influence on the Italian 

Renaissance art became characteristic. While Aristotle dominated the later medieval European 

philosophy, Plato was popular in the early medieval philosophy. With the revival of Classical 

antiquity during the Renaissance period, Platonism resurfaced both in Italy and Europe. In fact, 

the visit of a number of Byzantine Greeks to Italy including the scholar Manuel Chrysoloras (ca. 

1350-1415), who suggested the need to translate Plato’s Republic, resulted in the translations of 

Platonic dialogues such as Gorgias and Phaedrus and brought popularity to studies of Plato46. At 

Careggi near Florence, the Platonic Academy was established under the patronage of Lorenzo 

de’Medici and his grandfather Cosimo.47 Thereafter, this place became the centre of Renaissance 

Neoplatonism where those who were enthusiastic about Platonic studies gathered and shared their 

interests. Angelo Poliziano, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Luigi Pulci, Marsilio Ficino, Sandro 

Botticelli and Lorenzo de’ Medici were some of the leading members of this Academy.  

However, the Neoplatonism that devoloped during the Renaissance period was different 

from the Platonism in the antiquity. The Renaissance Platonism was related to the Christian 

humanism to a certain degree due to its emphasis of human dignity and the place of the human 

 
43 Boccaccio’s works on Classical history and pagan gods are important in this regard. 
44 Valla was particularly important for the growth of Humanism due to his critical approach of the biblical scholarship 

and contribution to moral philosophy. The most characteristic aspect in his moral philosophy was his attempt to find 

a middle ground between the Aristotelian ethics, Stoic speculations, and biblical concepts. 
45 Poliziano contributed to Italian Humanism in a wide variety of ways such as through translations of Classical texts, 

compositions in Latin and Italian, commentaries on texts and political orations, for the same reason he was regarded 

as one of the greatest Classicists of the century.  
46 Bartlett 2014, 212. Manuel Chrysoloras held the first chair in Greek language at the Studium in Florence in 1397. 

The first Latin translation of Plato’s Gorgias was made by Leonardo Bruni in 1409. Bruni also translated some 

passages of the Phaedrus.  
47 Bartlett 2014, 216. 
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being in the universe.48 Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499), one of the key figures in Renaissance 

Platonism mentioned above, identified five elements in the Neoplatonic cosmology as “God, the 

angelic mind, the rational soul, quality, or the essential nature of substance.. and the body” in 

which harmony was considered a “necessary  feature”.49 Moreover, the idea of love that was 

related to the divine and the soul appeared to be a stimulating principle of the Neoplatonic universe, 

in addition to harmony. This love was deemed the core of the universal good “manifested in the 

beauty of the world” and was viewed as an element facilitating one’s “ascent towards the divine”.50 

The Neoplatonist concept of beauty was also viewed as being divine and therefore ideal. In such a 

context, several unique artistic devices such as Renaissance conceit and allegory were developed, 

which gave new, Neoplatonic  interpretations to the works of art for they required a deeper 

intellectual and visual knowledge.51  

Among such developments, the most distinct characteristic about the rediscovery of the 

Classical antiquity and borrowing from it in creating the Renaissance art is the new interpretations 

the Renaissance artists provided to their works. In these new interpretations, the influences from 

the Humanism and Neoplatonism could be seen in various capacities. In this regard, while the 

ancient Classical works were manifestations of beauty and perfection in the ideal sense, the 

Renaissance arts did depict the ideal and the perfect with accurate anatomy and appropriate 

perspective, yet also with a realistic portrayal of the natural world. In fact, many Renaissance 

paintings provide testimony to how the respective medium facilitated the expression of the ideal 

and the more vivid human emotions combined with realism. The paintings of Botticelli, Raphael 

and Correggio, in this context  deserve our attention as examples of such  Renaissance depictions, 

which were based on Classical themes and figures and influenced by Renaissance Humanism and 

Neoplatonism.  

 Sandro Botticelli (1445-1510), who was active during the Early Renaissance, is especially 

credited with two of his most renowned paintings, the Primavera (“Spring) and the Birth of Venus 

that alluded to Classical mythology. Primavera (Figure 9), dated to circa 1478 is a celebration of 

 
48 Ibid., 213. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 These concepts will be discussed in detail in the following chapters in relation to the paintings of Titian  and Lavinia 

Fontana. 
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love and prosperity with portrayals akin to the mythical figures such as Venus, Cupid, the Three 

Graces, Mercury and Flora. The figures with long and slender limbs are characteristic in this 

painting as opposed to the fleshiness and roundness of the limbs as were predominant in the 

Classical depictions of the females. Moreover, the attire and the gestures of the females expressing 

elegance is noteworthy in the painting. As a work of Renaissance art, the interplay between art and 

nature as depicted in this painting is remarkable.52  

The Birth of Venus (Figure 10) is the other greatest painting by Botticelli that depicts the 

event of Venus’ arrival to Cythera on a sea shell, as part of the myth concerning her birth. In this 

painting, the pose of Venus in the pudica stance closely resembles the Greek Aphrodite of Knidos 

which was discussed in Chapter One. Moreover, on one hand, the facial features and the long hair 

are characteristic of the appearance of the Italian women of the 15th century. On the other hand, 

especially, the spectator is grasped by Venus’ golden locks of her long hair, as opposed to a hair 

tied into a bun, for it adds to her divine beauty and femininity. Her hair is flown in the breeze, and 

it touches her arm and thigh, and also covers her genitalia as a gesture of modesty.53 This 

interaction between the hair and flesh, along with the painting’s vivid details particularly 

contribute to making this painting a unique work of the Italian Renaissance art, as opposed to the 

Classical depictions of the nude Venus. 

 Raffaello Sanzio (1483-1520), also known in English literature as Raphael, is one of the 

three greatest Renaissance artists together with Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci, who 

belonged to the High Renaissance.54 His fresco, the Triumph of Galatea (Figure 11) is a depiction 

of the myth involving Galatea, Acis and Polyphemus, in which Polyphemus kills Galatea’s lover 

Acis and chases Galatea. Raphael’s painting contains an elaborated dramatic appearence in its 

deptiction of the emotions of the figures. Especially, Galatea’s rage emphasized through the 

physical gestures and her billowing robe, in addition to her facial expressions, are indicative of the 

realistic human emotions to a considerable extent.  

 
52 Barolsky 1994, 16.  
53 Barolsky 1999, 95.  
54 High Renaissance could be described as the height of the Renaissance where a blend of realism and humanism of 

the Early Renaissance and a new decorous style could be observed in the art.  
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 Antonio Allegri da Correggio (ca. 1489-1534), a leading painter of the Parma school of 

Italian Renaissance made a significant contribution to the Classical revival in the Renaissance art. 

Especially, his Venus with Mercury and Cupid (Figure 12) and Venus, Cupid, and a ‘Satyr’ (Figure 

13) which are dated to 1524-1527 are important in this regard. The former, also known as the School of 

Love and the Education of Cupid, shows a standing, nude Venus figure who is also winged. For the 

same reason, she is interpreted as “Celestial” Venus.55 Accompanied by Venus in a natural forest 

clearing, Mercury, the god of rhetoric, is presumably instructing the young Cupid about love.56 In Venus, 

Cupid and a ‘Satyr’, Venus is “Terrestrial”, due to “physical approach” to sexual love, as represented 

by the Satyr who is passionate with sexual desire towards Venus. Moreover, the nude Venus who is 

lying down appears to be a manifestation of realism with her sensual beauty and the facial expressions 

and the posture of the body.  

 While there were many other Renaissance artists who based their works on Classical 

themes and subjects, the artists and their works discussed above illustrate how the Renaissance 

artists made their depictions different from those in antiquity. The female figures were in some 

cases portrayed by the Renaissance artists with a touch of realistic feminine physique and the 

contemporary standards of beauty. Also, the blend of female beauty and nature is noteworthy.  

Alongside the artistic experimentations of the early Renaissance, the artists continuously 

explored the richness and complexity of the Humanistic approach which facilitated the art of the 

High Renaissance period, i.e. 16th century. Especially, with the development of the Renaissance 

philosophy and literature, the concepts such as love and beauty began to acquire prominence in 

Renaissance art. In fact, in the first half of the 16th century, works such as Jacopo Sannazzaro’s 

pastoral poem Arcadia, Pietro Bembo’s sonnets and the dialogue on love in Degli Asolani and 

Lodovico Ariosto’s epic poem Orlando Furioso contributed to making a literary atmosphere that 

influenced the artists including the musicians and painters to create works that featured and 

discussed love.57 Interestingly, in this literary atmosphere, in addition to the artists, these 

influences kindled a growing interest in the ruling class and the church representatives such as the 

cardinals and bishops to commission and sponsor the works of art based on the themes of love and 

 
55 Colantuono 2017, 249.  
56 Ibid. 
57 Grabski 1999, 9. 
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beauty. And, this involvement of the leading personalities of the time resulted in a series of 

masterpieces of exceptional artistry.  

Along with the concepts of love and beauty which were depicted in art with their respective 

erotic and aesthetic attributes, the depiction of the human body received immense popularity and 

admiration by the 16th century. In this background, the nudity of the human body, both idealistic 

and realistic, became a fascinating subject to the Renaissance painter, for Renaissance nudity was 

often utilized to express a series of human and divine attributes as well as to provide psychological 

analyses of the characters depicted. Moreover, the study of the Classical sculpure in the 

background of the revival of  Classical antiquity provided the Renaissance artists perfect examples 

of human anatomy and body proportions. This further encouraged their enthusiasm in 

experimenting with an array of nude gestures and bodily expressions against the ideal and 

harmonic proportions of the Classical nudes. Especially, in this regard, female nudity was given 

enormous  significance by the leading painters of the time in interpreting the popular Renaissance 

concepts of love and beauty in combination with Renaissance music and the growing adimiration 

of nature.  

Representation of Female Nudity in the 16th century Venetian Art 

 At the beginning of the Cinquecento or the 16th century, the Venetian Renaissance art was 

dominated by artists such as Gentile Bellini (ca. 1429-1507), Giovanni Bellini (ca. 1435-1516), 

Vittore Carpaccio (ca. 1460-1525/6), Cima da Conegliano (ca. 1459/60-1517/8) and Giorgione 

(ca. 1477-1510). Titian, who later became the  greatest Renaissance painter of the Venetian school, 

first learnt under Sebastiano Zuccato (1450?-1527?), and then under Gentile and Giovanni Bellini 

for a short period, during which he was acquainted with Giorgione and Sebastiano Luciani (1485-

1547).58 Unarguably, through his association with the leading Venetian artists Titian became 

familiarized with the existing trends and techniques in art and an inquiry into the extent to which 

Titian was influenced by his predecessors and showed parallels to the other Venetian artists will 

be an important discussion in this study. Especially, when studying about the nude representations 

of Titian’s Venus and the Musician series, reviewing the Venetian artistic background of using 

female nudity as an art form will lead us to understand the contemporary techniques and trends in 

 
58 Pedrocco 2001, 20. 
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such representations. Therefore, I will discuss several important nude female representations of 

the 16th century Venetian art with a view to understand Titian’s Venus and the Musician series that 

features female nudity.  

 Giovanni Bellini’s Woman with a Mirror dated to 1515 (Figure 14) is one of the few 

paintings by the painter on a secular theme. Although much details on the painting’s commission 

and circumstances are not known, the painting appears to be an insightful work in Renaissance art 

with its emphasis on female nudity. This painting portrays a seated, nude woman who is partially 

drapped with a red garment which barely covers her arm and thigh and also her genitals. The way 

that the red fabric covers her genitals is reminiscent of the Venus pudica stance, which was 

previously discussed in this study in relation to the Venus statues in Classical antiquity and the 

commemorative nude statues in the Roman funerary context belonging to the 1st and 2nd centuries 

AD. As in the previous examples of nude representations, here too the attempt to cover the 

woman’s breast and the genitals invariably draws the viewer’s attention to the same. The woman 

in this painting is holding a mirror in her right hand while with her left hand she checks her brocade 

headscarf also with the help of a second mirror, which is hung on the wall at the back. There is 

also a depiction of the landscape which is visible through the open window, indicating the parallel 

beauty of nature to that of the woman. The beauty of the woman is suggested, in addition to her 

nudity, through the fleshiness of her body, and, in McHam’s view, through “flawless skin, 

smoothly arched brow, and golden-red hair” echoing the female beauty in Petrarchan poetry.59 

This view thus resonates  the early Renaissance conceptions of beauty in Italy.   

 As far as the identity and the persona of the woman in the painting is concerned, it has been 

difficult to conclude whether she represents an actual woman in contemporary Venice or the 

goddess Venus in myth or an allegory of vanity and luxury or a combination of all of them. Several 

reasons for this ambiguity are that, the detail of mirrors along with nudity are typically attributed 

to Venus while the fashionable headscarf and the carpet that the woman sits on account for vanity 

and luxury in the Christian perspective of the Medieval period. The same details also refer to the 

fashionable standards of contemporary Venice, in which context, this woman could also be 

 
59 McHam 2008, 157.  
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associated with a courtesan.60 However, only with these details it is difficult to ascertain the 

identity or social status of the woman painted in the painting.  

In this work, there is also a note or a cartellino  on a piece of paper on the bench the woman 

is sitting on. It has in  Latin Joannes Bellinus faciebat MDXV (“Giovanni Bellini was making this 

1515”). With reference to this note, McHam both indicates the “notional presence” of Bellini and 

that this painting was a work in progress.61 The author refers to Bellini’s use of the imperfect 

faciebat (“he was making”) rather than the perfect tense, fecit (“he made”) in making this remark. 

In fact, in relation to the Greek artists signing their work in the imperfect tense, Pliny the Elder 

emphasized that art is a process rather than a completed act.62 Moreover, Michelangelo had also 

used the imperfect faciebat in his famous sculptural work Pietà (Figure 15 and Figure 16) that 

depicted the dead body of Jesus on the arms of Virgin Mary after crucifixion. Michelangelo’s 

signature was carved on the band that ran across Virgin Mary’s chest as- MICHAEL•A(N)GELVS 

•BONAROTVS •FLORENT•FACIEBA expressing “Michelangelo Buonarroti of Florence was 

creating (this)”.63  In Aileen J. Wang’s view, this note by Michelangelo is also an indication of 

continuation of an artwork, and he further views it as an imitation of the Greek artists who used 

the imperfect tense with their signatures, whom Pliny mentioned in his account. In Venice, the 

term faciebat was first seen on Vittore Gambello’s medal of Giovanni Bellini64 and in such a 

background, Bellini’s use of the same tense appears to be an imitation of marking the painter’s 

authorship.  

Furthermore, most of the paintings done around the first two decades of the 16th century 

have been identified as small scale, portable works that presumably lacked context and patronage 

as opposed to those produced in the mid 16th century.65 The same applies to the painting under  

discussion the background of which is not known. For the same reason, and considering the 

painting’s iconography, this work invites various interpretations. These interpretations make the 

painting one that drifts between history, myth, and literature, and the artist has intentionally utilized 

 
60 Ibid., 158-159. In this regard, the author mentions that especially, the woman’s snood, and the carpet in the painting 

are examples of the fashionable items in Venice in the early 16th century. 
61 McHam 2008, 157-158.  
62 Plin., nat. Praef. 26 
63 Wang 2004, 447. 
64 Freedman 2013, 264. 
65 For example, D’Elia 2006, 325.  
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female nudity to harmonize these realms within the contemporary artistics tradition while retaining 

its ambiguity.  

Giorgione’s paintings, Laura (1506), and the Sleeping Venus at Dresden (1510)  are two 

other remarkable paintings that contain nude or semi-nude representations of women. In fact, 

Giorgione’s contribution to the development of Venetian art, especially nude art, despite his short 

life span, was long lasting and significant. For instance, Titian being Giorgione’s student and a 

contemporary, has been thought to have completed and continued from several of Giorgione’s 

works upon his untimely death and the Sleeping Venus at Dresden is one such work that Titian is 

said to have taken over after Giorgione. This influence on Titian by Giorgione will be amply 

discussed in the following chapter.  

When considering the artistic beginnings of Giorgione, Anik Waldeck mentions a 

statement by the renowned 16th century Arretine artist and biographer Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574) 

that states that Giorgione was at first self taught and that later received formal studies under 

Giovanni Bellini.66 Both this statement and possible stylistic borrowings by Giorgione from 

Bellini’s worshop account for the continuation of certain styles and techniques in art even in the 

works of Titian who became a distinguised painter after Giorgione. Representations of nude 

women whose bodies are loosely wrapped with a red fabric and contrasted with red fabric or some 

type of textile, and who carry an object such as a mirror, are examples for such continuity of styles 

and techniques.67 Although we cannot conceive with certainty the exact level of originality or 

resemblance of his works to his predecessors or contemporaries, it is important to look at Laura, 

The Tempest and the Sleeping Venus at Dresden with a view to underand Titian’s immediate artistic 

environment in Venice. 

Giogione’s Laura (Figure 17) is an oil on canvas painting depicting the sensuousness of a 

partially nude woman. Although the subject is not specific, the fact that the painter has intended 

to depict female beauty and eroticism of a young woman is evident. The woman’s soft and shinning 

skin accounting to youthful beauty is juxtaposed with the red, fur-lined coat. Her right hand 

 
66 Waldeck 2016, 59. In this regard Waldeck cites Vasari, Le vite, 1550, vol. I, 454; Vasari, Le vite, 1568, vol. I, 436; 

Vasari, Le vite, ed. by G. Milanesi, vol. III, 172. 
67 See for example Titian’s Sacred and Profane Love (1514) Rome, Galleria Borghese, and also Giogione’s Sleeping 

Venus (1510) Dresden.  
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holding one edge of the coat indicates the gesture of moving her coat to expose her breast. Under 

her coat she is dressed in a pale white robe, which is very thin and transparent. Her right breast 

thus captures the viewer’s attention at once, also because of the constrast in color tones between 

her breast and the fur-coat. However, the woman avoids the viewer’s direct gaze entirely and she 

looks away to the side in a calm and thoughtful manner. The woman in the painting has dark brown 

hair styled into a modest hairdo with one strand of hair hanging down from near her ear. In the 

background of the woman are a few sprigs of laurel indicating landscape.   

Like Bellini’s Woman with a Mirror, this work is also not exempt from scholarly debates 

concerning its interpretation. There are various interpretations on the woman’s identity especially 

related to the depiction of her facial features, garments and the laurel branches behind her. For 

instance, the woman’s “slightly bulbous nose” in combination with her “round face” makes her a 

specific woman of Giorgione’s day rather than an ideal woman.68 This view is held presumably 

owing to the fact that her iconographical “imperfections” do not qualify her to be an ideal woman 

in literature or mythology who is typically depicted with perfection. Her ensemble of  the garments 

are not considered the usual for either a proper woman, courtesan or prostitute, or a mythical 

figure.69 Similarly, in this regard, as mentioned above, the woman’s modest hairdo makes her 

devoid of the refinement we observed in Bellini’s Woman with a Mirror. Moreover, the exposure 

of the woman’s breast is viewed as an “occupational attribute” by the 19th and early 20th century 

scholars.70 Understandably, the “occupation” referred to here is prostitution, which in no way 

relates to a proper lady.  

Another interpretation that complicates the issue concerning this woman’s identity is that, 

the presence of the laurel sprigs along with the woman’s gesture of exposing her breast to the 

viewer is considered to have an allegorical meaning or idealization of an actual lover.71 Junkerman, 

on the other hand, mentions the identification of the woman in the painting as “Petrarca’s Laura” 

by a 17th century inventory that considered the presence of laurel as a “naming device”.72 

Furthermore, the laurel branches have been regarded as providing a mythological interpretation to 

 
68 D’Elia 2006, 345. 
69 Ibid., 346.  
70 Junkerman 1993, 51 
71 D’Elia 2006, 346. 
72 Junkerman 1993, 51. 
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signify chastity, in the way Daphne was associated with it through her transformation into a laurel 

tree against Apollo’s advances.73 On the one hand, this interpretation contradicts the woman’s 

association with prostitution, if we are to agree with her exposed breast as an indication of 

prostitution. On the other hand, if we disregard this particular indication of the breast display and 

consider it as defining the sexuality of a chaste wife, the painting could be interpreted as one 

displaying the sexual fidelity of a wife to her husband. However, given the complexity associated 

with the iconographic indications mentioned above, the issue concerning the identity of the woman 

portrayed remains ambiguous. Yet, despite the lack of certainty the possible interpretations revolve 

around the ideal and the real, and mythology and the allegory. 

Giorgione’s Sleeping Venus at Dresden (Figure 18) is the other painting that deserves our 

consideration when understanding about the influences on Titian by the 16th century Venetian 

depictions of nudity. Especially, this oil on canvas painting is largely significant due to Titian’s 

involvement in its completion and also because of the series of parallel paintings produced by 

Titian afterwards, Venus of Urbino and the series of Venus and the musician. The Sleeping Venus 

that Giorgione commenced was interrupted by his untimely death in the autumn of 1510 when he 

was only thirty years old. Upon Giorgione’s death, his pupil and fellow painter, Titian took over 

and completed several of Giorgione’s uncompleted paintings including the Sleeping Venus which 

were accommodated in the Venetian private collections.74  

The question as to what extent Giorgione had finished the Sleeping Venus and Titian 

completed it has been the subject of many scholarly debates. It is often believed that much of the 

painting had been completed by Giorgione, including the nude figure, while Titian completed the 

landscape and gave the painting the final outlook.75 However, Giorgione began painting the 

Sleeping Venus for Gerolamo Marcello, who was one of his patrons, and this painting is thought 

to have been a work that was meant to celebrate his marriage. In fact, as discussed in the previous 

chapter, given the connection between Venus and marriage, with Venus’s implications on erotic 

love, chastity and fertility, this painting appropriately celebrates marriage.  

 
73 Ibid., 51. 
74 Pedrocco 2001, 23. 
75 Wolfgang 2007, 124. 
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As far as the iconography of the painting is concerned, the Sleeping Venus depicts a young, 

nude female reclyning with closed eyes, hence the title “sleeping”. The woman occupies almost 

all the width of the painting and with her right arm streched behind her head it makes her body a 

freely outstreched, long slope. In addition to the characteristic nudity, there is a distinctive 

depiction of idealized beauty and sensuality in this portrayal especially with the woman’s facial 

features including pink lips and the body proportions illustrating the body curves. Moreover, she 

is covering her groin with her left hand in the gesture of pudica or modesty, which is undeniably 

sensuous. Her white, youthful skin is featured against the red and the white satin drapery reminding 

us of an indoor setting of the Venetian courtly atmosphere, although the setting here is outdoor. 

Therefore, despite where the nude woman is present there is refinement and richness which 

accompanies the woman’s idealistic and divine beauty. Especially, the color red seems to be 

connected with femininity and nude representations of Renaissance art as also observed in the 

paintings by Giovanni Bellini and Giorgione discussed above.  

In terms of the interpretation of the Sleeping Venus, there is also considerable controversy 

as to whether or not the painting depicted Cupid, while Cupid is not currently visible in the 

painting. The possible presence of Cupid would have led the contemporary and subsequent viewers 

to identify the nude woman been depicted as Venus.  Marcantonio Michiel’s notes of 1525 describe 

the presence of Cupid along with Venus- “the painting with the nude Venus, who is sleeping in a 

landscape, with Cupid, by the hand of Zorzo da Castelfranco, but the landscape and the Cupid 

were finished by Titian.”76 Furthermore, in 1648, Carlo Ridolfi’s account also mentioned about 

the portrayal of Cupid in this painting which had been housed in the collection of Casa Marcello.77 

In fact, according to Eller, Cupid had been painted over with landscape in 1837, and in 1843  

Martin Shirmer repainted over it to give the painting a refined look.78 Pigment analyses and 

findings from X-ray photographs in the 20th century have shown the original paint layers and a 

number of layers done later.79 Thus it appears to the most part that this painting originally depicted 

Cupid, and also assessing by the perfection and idealization of the female anatomy in the nude 

body of the woman, the degree of divinity present in this “Venus” can be conjectured.   

 
76 Eller 2007, 124. Zorzo da Castelfranco was another name by which Giorgione was known.  
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid. 
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Parallel to the nudity of the woman, in the Sleeping Venus, a considerable importance is 

also given to the landscape in the background. As we have already observed about the emphasis 

of nature in Renaissance art, especially the natural landscapes, in this painting too the beauty of 

the natural landcape occupies a significant iconographic importance alongside the beauty of the 

female nudity. In fact, the use of landcape in this painting has been paid considerable scholarly 

interest in the academia. For instance, in relation to the juxtaposition of the woman and nature, 

Grabski posits that the woman is depicted as “part of nature” and further presumes the woman as 

nature’s “most beautiful accomplishment”.80 That the woman is part of nature can be also observed 

when we pay close attention to the iconographic indications of the painting. Especially, the outlines 

of the nude woman’s body can be observed in parallel to the contours of the landscape behind her. 

Moreover, the mood of relaxation in the slumbering human figure is shared with her background 

making the whole atmosphere of the painting serene and tranquil. Also, the creamy color tones of 

the female body and in the space beneath the sky at the far end perfectly unite together. These 

iconographic elements thus create harmony between the beautiful, nude woman and nature.  

Furthermore, the scholars’ affirmation of the affinity  between Venus and nature appears 

to be appealing as when the depictions of sleeping female figures in natural landcapes, as 

commonly found in European art around 1500, are viewed as typically reflecting the themes of 

nature and sexuality, and nature’s power of creation.81 On the one hand, this view is held owing to 

the influence of the Classical works, and on the other hand, because of the tradition concerning the 

reception of Venus as a goddess associated with fertility and reproduction alongside the erotic love 

and sexuality. With regard to the literary works, Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura could be considered 

as an instance where Venus is perceived as “the principle of reproductive instinct in living things, 

and also as a civilizing force..”.82 These views thus point to a close relationship between the nude 

woman in the painting, perceived as Venus and nature as two parallel entities, both held in high 

regard in the Renaissance paintings.  

It is more likely that, being the one who brought this painting to completion, Titian was 

inspired by the Sleeping Venus when he ventured on his own painting, Venus of Urbino in which 

 
80 Grabski 1999, 11.  
81 Kren et al. 2018, 149.  
82 Ibid., 150.  
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Venus is lying on a bed indoors with her eyes open as opposed to the slumbering figure in the 

outdoors (Figure 19). Although the general composition of Venus of Urbino is parallel to the 

Sleeping Venus, in the former, Titian’s depiction of the scene is characteristically different from 

the latter which constitutes an entirely different and distinct interpretation to his own masterpiece. 

However, the influence of the Sleeping Venus is significantly present in Venus of Urbino as well 

as in Titian’s series of Venus and the musician. Therefore, before studying the Venus and the 

musician series, Titian’s Venus of Urbino will also be discussed in the following chapter with 

adequate emphasis on its iconography to understand the background of the Venus and the musician 

paintings. 

 

Representation of Female Nudity in the 16th Century Bolognese Art 

 The socio-political and cultural climate of Bologna during the 16th century fostered a 

conducive environment for the development of Bolognese Renaissance art. Two important 

circumstances in this regard were Bologna’s close relationship with Rome in terms of politics and 

economy, and the increased reputation of the university of Bologna that produced a fertile 

intellectual environment. Also, in the early years of the 16th century, Bologna became a Papal 

State, and it remained so until the Napoleonic era, and this transformation caused several 

characteristic impacts on Bolognese art through the introduction of Counter-Reformation,83 

Mannerist art84 and the popularity of Classical themes. The significance of the contemporary 

Bolognese art is that the artists created their works as a reaction to these movements, either in 

affirmation or in opposition or sometimes as an expression of neutrality. The artists who portrayed 

nude representations of women were not exempt from these contemporary movements and it is 

interesting to explore some of their works to understand the socio-cultural environment of Bologna 

during which Lavinia Fontana created her painting Isabella Ruini as Venus.  

 
83  The Catholic Counter-Reformation (ca. 1560- 1700) began as a movement against the Protestant Reformation, and 

it sought to spread the Catholic faith. In art, while the Protestant Reformation discouraged religious themes for public 

display, Catholic Counter Reformation encouraged such images. 
84 Mannerism is a movement in visual arts that flourished from around 1500 to 1750 and it mainly emphasized on 

complex and virtuous representations over naturalistic representations, and in general this movement promoted 

intellectual sophistication in arts. 
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 Francesco Raibolini (ca. 1450-1517), also known as Francesco Francia was one of the 

earliest artists of the 16th century Bolognese art. He was first a goldsmith and later a painter,85  and 

he is also described as medallist, designer of coins, niellist and sculptor.86 With the arrival of 

several of Raphael’s works to Bologna in the early years of the Papal rule, Classicism and 

Humanist influences came to be infused in the Bolognese art, and Francia thrived as an artist in 

this background.  Silvia Danesi Squarzina, in her study of the collections of Cardinal Benedetto 

Giustiniani,87 attributes a painting titled Chastity (Figure 20) to Francia based on the unpublished 

post mortem inventory of 1621.88 Moreover, Charles Paul Landon lists this painting (Figure 21) in 

the Annales du Musée et de l'Ecole moderne des beaux-arts and describes it as a painting painted 

on wood, attributed by some to Francia and by some others to the Florentine painter Domenico 

Ghirlandaio (1448-1494).89 As far as the sources on this painting is concerned, the references to it 

are extremely limited presumably owing to the fact that once located in Berlin, it was destroyed in 

1945.90 In the two catalogues mentioned there is no reference to the year of this painting, and if 

this painting is attributed to Francia it could be conjectured that it belonged to the later years of his 

career, i.e. the first two decades of 1500 when he mainly engaged in painting. Moreover, the 

iconography of this work points to the depiction of Venus whom Francia made several portrayals 

of during his career. However, despite the ambiguities associated with this semi-nude 

representation of a woman, an attempt to investigate its iconography and interpretation will be of 

great significance when studying about Lavinia’s Isabella Ruini as Venus.    

In the post mortem inventory of 1621, this painting is listed as “un quadro senza cornice 

de una mezza figura nuda con un manto de velo ligato alla spalla et al braccio”91 and the painting 

features a young woman wearing a very thin and therefore a translucent garment. She is holding a 

palm with her right hand and a shield with her left hand. The same objects are also recorded in 

Landon’s catalogue.92 Behind her right arm under the elbow, the large sleeve of the thin dress 

 
85 Viljoen 2003, 213. 
86 Warren 1999, 216. 
87 Elected Cardinal in 1586 by Pope Sixtus V, he was a patron of art who maintained a collection of paintings.  
88 Squarzina 1997, 770. 
89 Landon 1801, 126. 
90 Squarzina 1997, 770.  
91 Ibid., 788. Translation: “An unframed painting of a nude half figure with a see-through dress wrapped around the 

shoulder and the arm.”. 
92 Landon 1801, 126. 
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appears while part of the garment is folded and lies in parallel to her right thigh. The entire garment 

thoroughly reveals the woman’s nudity including her breasts, round abdomen, and the groin. Her 

legs stand close to each other in the gesture of covering her groin but to no impact in this depiction. 

The woman’s hair is styled as appropriate to a young girl and the lower part of her hair seems to 

fall down the neck along the shoulders. Her facial features contain a long nose, thin lips, and round 

eyes, and she maintains direct gaze at the viewer with her face slightly tilted towards her right. 

Essentially, she is portrayed as a beautiful woman devoid of any imperfections. In the background 

behind her a natural landscape is painted with trees, mountains, and a water stream. This is 

reminiscent of the landscape scenes discussed above in relation to the Venetian paintings of the 

16th century. 

Although the context of this painting is not known with certainty, the fact that it is titled 

Chastity by Squarzina needs to be given consideration. On the one hand, in a background of 

unavailability of accompanying sources on this painting it is problematic as to why this painting 

has been titled by her as Chastity. On the other hand, given the Italian socio-cultural values during 

the Renaissance it is highly unlikely that the portrayal of a seemingly nude woman was recognized 

as chaste. Clearly, this painting is embedded with sensuality and eroticism, but the iconographic 

details of the palm and the shield enable us to associate this painting with the depictions of the 

victorious Venus or Venus Victrix.  

In Rome, association between Venus and victory came into prominence during the 2nd and 

1st centuries BC when the Memmians and the Julians considered Venus their familial goddess and, 

during the political struggles of the 1st century that involved leaders such as Sulla, Pompey and the 

Julians, Venus acquired a martial character.93 In fact, Republican coins provide attestation to this 

through their indications of weapons and emblems of victory such as a palm branch, along with 

the goddess.94 While Livy has also associated palms as a symbol of victory95 there exists several 

Roman sculptures that have depicted Venus Victrix. For instance, the 2nd century marble statue of 

Venus Victrix (Figure 22 a) shows the nude goddess with a baldric worn across her chest and 

holding (the remains of) a sword and accompanied by Cupid who is attempting to wear Venus’ 

 
93 Budin 2010, 105. 
94 Ibid., 106-107. 
95 Liv. 10.47.3. Livy mentions about the Roman practice of giving palms to the victors of Roman Games as a custom 

borrowed from the Greeks.  
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helmet. Also, other representations of Venus with a spear, shield and the like have identified the 

goddess as Aphrodite Hoplismene or Aphrodite Enoplion, both meaning “armed Aphrodite”. The 

marble Aphrodite Hoplismene from Nea Paphos, Cyprus (Figure 22 b) is an example in this regard, 

which depicts the goddess with a baldric for the sword and remains of a spear which account for 

her military prowess.   

Moreover, the semi-nude Venus of Capua (Figure 7) could also be interpreted as a statue 

depicting an armed Venus, for she “turns toward a shield she once held in her hands”.96 The statue 

of Venus/ Victoria of Brescia (Figure 22 c) found in the Roman Capitolium of the city is a 

monumental bronze statue presumably dated to the Augustan period. Its form clearly resembles 

the Venus of Capua (Figure 7) in that the goddess is turning towards her left with her body weight 

lying on the right leg, while the left leg is slightly raised and bent.97 Venus is depicted as inscribing 

the successes of the emperor on a now absent shield while being clad in a mantle which slips off 

the shoulder revealing her right breast and it thereby indicates the identity of the goddess. Her 

wings, often perceived as an addition during the Flavian dynasty, have attributed her second 

identity as Victoria. However, with the statue’s close resemblance of the Venus of Capua with its 

basic form and its exposed right breast, that the sculpture was originally meant to be a 

representation of Venus is a dominant theory.98 Most importantly, in this depiction too Venus’ 

association with victory and war is characteristic through the sculpture’s iconography. This 

association is also in part due to the Flavian propaganda on their legitimacy to rule through their 

military victories.99 Thus, in all these examples Venus’s association with war and victory, whether 

in love or battlefield is evident through the iconographic indications of the emblems of war.  

The motif of the victorious Venus was also popular in the Renaissance literature. In fact, 

references to the armed Venus representing her as both a goddess of love and war seem to indicate 

“the strength that comes from love” or “sweetness derived from strength”.100  For instance, Andrea 

Navagero’s comparison of a warrior who conceals his softness through the display of weapons 

with Venus armata is testimony to the Renaissance interpretation of the embodiment of love and 

 
96 See footnote 34 above. 
97 Kousser 2008, 59.  
98 Ibid., 60. 
99 Ibid., 62. 
100 Wind 1967, 92.  
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victory in Venus.101 The painting attributed to Francia, in this context, seems to fit in the Roman 

iconographic tradition of Venus as well as the Renaissance literary canon. Rather than conforming 

to the notions and standards of chastity, on the one hand, this almost nude portrayal is reminiscent 

of the amorous Venus who was delicate, sensual, and feminine, as well as the strong and victorious 

goddess who carried with herself the emblems of victory.  

Francia is also attributed the representation of female nudity in a bronze work, identified 

as the Fortnum Venus (Figure 23).102 It can be ascertained that being a goldsmith and niellist, 

Francia had access to bronze, and based on stylistic concerns this work is attributed to him or his 

immediate group.103 This bronze work is a portrayal of a young, partially nude woman standing 

with her right leg moved forward with the slightly bent knee, and her torso leaning forward with 

her face gazing down. While the woman’s right hand is bare, she seems to look at it, giving the 

impression that she is holding some object with it. With her left hand, the woman is covering her 

groin similar to the pudica stance discussed in Chapter One in relation to the Roman funerary 

sculpture of the 1st and 2nd centuries AD. Also, the edges of her fingers in the left hand seem to 

touch the drapery, which is about to fall down, and which invites the attention of the viewer. The 

stern facial expressions and the hair style of the woman depicted are also noteworthy in that this 

work is reminiscent of the funerary statues of the Roman empresses and matronae discussed in 

Chapter One. Moreover, this work also resembles the Aphrodite of  Knidos and Capitoline Venus 

in terms of nudity, the pose and the overall depiction of the persona.  

When taken as a whole, with the statue’s depiction of the bare breasts, round abdomen, the 

pudica stance which invariably draws the viewer’s attention to the same, and the partial drapery, 

all account for the feminine beauty and sensuality of the woman. This is enhanced by the skillful 

depiction of the details of the body, and especially the face, breasts and the hands seem to have 

been  “meticulously” fashioned.104 While the iconography of this bronze work thus accounts for 

the Classical prototypes of Venus depictions, it has been also identified that the model represented 

here is common to other north Italian representations of Venus in the early 16th century in both 

 
101 Ibid., 92-93.  
102 Warren 1999, 220.  
103 Ibid., 199.  
104 Ibid., 220.  
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painting and sculpture.105 While Jeremy Warren elaborates on those similar depictions and puts 

into perspective the controversies regarding the attribution of the Fortnum Venus to Francia, the 

popularity of such portrayals in the early 16th century in northern Italy, especially in Bologna is 

noteworthy. This tendency clearly connotes the popularity of Classical themes, in that Venus type 

statues depicting nudity akin to Classical depictions of Venus could be observed as a popular art 

form in the early 16th century Bologna. 

Born in Bologna and active mostly in Bologna and Rome, Prospero Fontana (c. 1510-1597) 

is regarded the leading Bolognese practitioner of Renaissance Mannerist art. He trained in Bologna 

under Innocenzo da Imola, a follower of Raphael, and in addition to his work in Bologna, he 

worked in partnership with Girolamo da Treviso and Perino del Vaga in Genoa and in Rome, and 

with Giorgio Vasari in Florence and Rimini.106 In this context, despite his inborn artistic skills his 

training and experience, especially with his collaborative work both inside and outside of Bologna 

made him acquainted with a wide range of stylistic variations between Classicism and Mannerism. 

One significant occurrence during his career is that, during the period of 1550-1555 Fontana was 

supported by the patronage of Pope Julius III, which led him to involve in decorating a series of 

buildings associated to Pope including the Pope’s private villa, the Villa Giulia.107  

Fontana is credited with the drawing Virtue Subduing Fortune (1553) drawn for a stucco 

oval relief placed at the centre of the ceiling of a ground-floor chamber of the Villa Giulia (Figure 

24 a and b). Based on scholarly findings, the stuccoes of the ground-floor chambers were assigned 

to Federico Brandani who received the designs from Fontana, for the latter being in charge of the 

decoration.108 Therefore, while the final stucco relief is attributed to Brandani, the original sketch 

for the composition that led to the final work is attributed to Prospero Fontana which is now in the 

Uffizi Gallery109. As the title and the iconography of the work imply, this depiction expresses the 

motif that a life led in accordance with virtue is able to conquer the impulses of chance. In the final 

work, as well as in the drawing by Fontana, to the left is the honorably dressed Virtue who is 

 
105 Ibid. As examples the author mentions Antico’s Venus Felix (ca. 1500), the Venus in Giorgione’s Fondaco dei 

Tedeschi frescoes (ca. 1508) and the marble torso by Domenico Capriolo (1512).  
106 Whitaker and Martin 2007, 160.  
107 Ibid.  
108 Ibid. 
109 Ibid.  
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grabbing the hair of Fortune who is nude and is gazing at Virtue with her head turned possibly in 

supplication. While the two figures can be compared with each other in terms of being dressed and 

undressed, they can be also compared in terms of their respective attributes. During the 

Renaissance, especially according to Machiavelli virtue was an inherent, innate quality that one 

cannot change.110 Also, virtue was often referred to the strength and acts of a character as 

influenced by God’s power. The goddess Fortuna as found in Classical Roman mythology is often 

a veiled goddess who is capricious and unpredictable, which is usually symbolized through a wheel 

that Fortuna holds to indicate her state of constant change. In addition to her “wheel of Fortune”, 

she is also depicted with a horn of plenty to express her ability to bring about an abundance of 

things, or the rudder of a ship to indicate her association with control of destiny. In the drawing at 

the Royal Collection (Figure 24 b), there are new details added with regards to the sketch at the 

Uffizi it is based on: a sail behind the two figures, a shell-boat of Fortune, correction in the 

placement of Virtue’s right foot and adjustment of the heights to make Virtue appear taller than 

Fortune.  

It is also significant that Virtue and Fortune were closely related and often placed side by 

side by the Renaissance thinkers such as Machiavelli111 and in the stucco relief in the Villa Giulia 

that represents the overpowering power of Fortune by Virtue could be taken as an embodiment of 

a moral message which Pope Julius III possibly held in high regard. The message implied points 

to the importance of the cultivation of good morals and values and acting in accordance with God’s 

teaching. Moreover, the nudity with which Fortune is depicted could be an indication of her 

inferiority in the presence of Virtue who is incomparably greater in her morality and righteousness. 

However, Fortune is not represented as wholly weak and submissive for her muscular body 

befitting the anatomy of a strong man is indicative of her power in bringing either good luck or 

bad luck. Especially Fortune’s arms characteristically signify her virile strength. Thus, nudity in 

this context, gives no impression on sensuality or eroticism but is used in a purely religious and 

moralizing context.    

 
110 For Machiavelli’s discussions on the concepts of Virtue and Fortune see especially the chapters 7, 8 and 25 in The 

Prince. 
111 For instance, in Chapter 25 of The Prince, Machiavelli appears to believe that Fortune can control only half of 

one’s destiny while the remaining half is determined by his actions.  
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Based on the foregoing discussion, it appears that the Renaissance, with its multifarious 

developments including the intellectual movements, provided the Italian artists of the time ample 

opportunities to experiment with art. Especially Humanism and Neoplatonism became two most 

influential movements that enhanced the Classical reception in the Italian art. As discussed in 

relation to the works of Botticelli, Raphael and Correggio, the derivations of Classical themes 

characteristically depicted the nude and semi-nude female body with an expression of sensuality 

and eroticism. Despite the contextual variations in the works discussed, all the female bodies 

depicted the typical feminine characteristics such as the round breasts and abdomen, wide hips, 

and soft and youthful skin. Although only Botticelli’s Birth of Venus directly shows the Venus 

Pudica stance, as found in the 1st and 2nd centuries AD Venus type statues in the Roman funerary 

context, other works discussed also show indications of concealing the groin of the females 

portrayed. In Botticelli’s Primavera Venus’s groin is covered with the transparent gown and the 

red garment over it, and, in Raphael’s Triumph of Galatea too, a similar technique has been used. 

In Correggio’s School of Love Venus’s forearm runs across her groin while in his Venus, Cupid, 

and a ‘Satyr’ the positioning of Venus’s legs and the dark shade used in her groin and thigh area make 

her groin less visible. Also characteristic in all these Renaissance arts based on Classical themes is the 

juxtaposition of the beauty of the female body and the beauty of nature. 

 As experimentations on love and beauty in art evolved during the Renaissance with 

contemporary literary and philosophical studies on the same, by the 16th century the Humanist and 

Neoplatonic approaches in art explored the more erotic and aesthetic attributes of female nudity as well 

as the idealistic and realistic depictions, and the complexities associated with nude portrayals of women. 

In this context, the nude representations of the 16th century Venetian art saw a blend of Classical and 

Renaissance attributes. For instance, in Giovanni Bellini’s Woman with a Mirror the Venus type sensual 

body with youthful skin, round breast and the abdomen, and the concealing of the groin could be viewed 

as Classical attributes while the nature of woman’s beauty could also be interpreted in relation to the 

Petrarchan beauty standards. Also, the woman’s hair style, hair scarf and other details refer to the 

contemporary fashion standards with a view to portray an allegory of luxury, as a whole.  Giorgione’s 

Sleeping Venus at Dresden and Laura are also distinctive nude representations although the latter being 

semi-nude. In the former, the Venus pudica stance which invariably captures the viewer’s gaze is 

evident and the contrast between the idealized beauty and the beauty of the landscape carry equal weight 
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on the two types of beauty. Laura also depicts a woman avoiding the direct gaze of the viewer yet, her 

exposed breast attracts the viewer’s attentions with an expression of sensuality and eroticism. In all 

examples of 16th century nude representations, in addition to youthful femininity and the contrast of 

female beauty and nature, the use of contrasting colors, especially red, is characteristic. 

 In terms of the nude representation of 16th century Bolognese art, the impact of the artistic, 

religious, and political transformations in the beginning of the century were influential in its evolution. 

The painting of a partially nude woman found in the collection of Cardinal Benedetto Giustiniani as 

attributed to Francia closely resembles the Roman Venus Victrix and Aphrodite Hoplismene or 

Aphrodite Enoplion depictions through its iconography. The palm and the shield that the woman 

depicted is holding are icons of victory that the “victorious Venus” was often associated with. It is 

interesting that this Venus type depiction with connotations on victory resonates the Renaissance 

literature as seen in Andrea Navagero’s work where she reflects on Venus’s embodiment of love and 

strength. Francia’ Fortnum Venus seems to have been directly influenced by the Classical standing 

figures of Venus for it shows the partially draped goddess in the Venus Pudica stance. While the 

feminine attributes of the figure express sensuality, the smoothness and perfection of the work makes 

the depiction divine.  

The stucco relief Virtue Subduing Fortune based on Prospero Fontana’s sketch of the same is 

indicative of the popularity of the Classical concepts and virtues in Renaissance art which were also 

incorporated into the contemporary religion. The fact that this stucco was placed in the villa of Pope 

Julius III is important in this regard. The depiction of goddess Fortuna in this work as a nude, submissive 

deity, who is typically depicted as a deity generously clad and with cornucopia in her hand, appears to 

have been made inferior to the goddess of Virtue. Thus, nudity has been used in this context to demote 

her power and importance in the face of Virtue. Also, unlike in the other nude representations we have 

looked at, the emphasis of sensuality in this depiction is very minimal due to its religious context.  

Thus, it appears that the majority of the 16th century nude representations of women showed 

close resemblances to Venus type depictions through indications of youthful beauty and female 

sexuality. While an expression of sensuousness and eroticism is evident in most of those depictions, 

examples of the use of nudity to reduce one’s power and importance were also available during the 

period, as in the example of Virtue Subduing Fortune. However, the absence of context and lack of 
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information about the viewers, sponsors, and also the uncertainty of authorship of some paintings makes 

the interpretation of them a complex task. Yet, despite these difficulties the fact that both the Venetian 

and Bolognese artists who depicted nude female representations during the 16th century had been 

immensely influenced by the Classical depictions of female nudity is not an under-estimation. This is 

mainly because the works of the Renaissance artists showed both their knowledge of the Classical works 

as well as their skills in contributing new interpretations to the themes and motifs borrowed from 

Classical antiquity.  
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Chapter Three- Titian’s “Venus and the Musician” Series 

 

The Artist and His Early Career 

Titian, born as Tiziano Vecellio in Pieve di Cadore in Veneto, is regarded as the greatest 

artist of the 16th century Venetian art. His date of birth is often disputed due to absence of credible 

sources; his birth year is therefore dated to years between 1480 and 1490, and his death is dated to 

year 1576. Titian was born into a family with ancient and noble lineage and his father Gregorio 

led a public career that included military duties. From among the five siblings in the family, only 

Titian and his older brother Francesco pursued careers in painting for which they went to Venice 

at their early ages.112 

As far as Titian is concerned, he immensely benefitted from the training and experience he 

received in Venice. This was mainly because at the beginning of the 16th century, Venice offered 

many opportunities to young Titian to thrive as an artist. There, with his brother, Titian first joined 

the workshop of Sebastiano Zuccato where he learnt the fundamentals of art, and after a short 

period he proceeded to study under Gentile Bellini and Giovanni Bellini.113 However, due to the 

reason that Sebastiano Zuccato’s two sons Valerio and Francesco became mosaicists, scholars 

assume that Titian might have learnt the same art from their father, Titian’s first teacher, and this 

view is also supported by the fact that Valerio was involved in the 1565 Santa Maria Nascente 

frescoes designed by Titian.114 The association of Titian with fresco is further attested by his 

involvement in the “visible side wall” of the Fondaco dei Tedeschi dated to 1508/ 1509, and the 

frescoes showing miracles of Saint Anthony in the Scuola del Santo in Padua in 1510.115  Not only 

this information accounts for Titian’s early career as a fresco artist but it also suggests that he 

emerged as a skillful artist at a very young age.  

In early 16th century, the Bellini brothers were two of the most dominant artists in Venice 

and due to Titian’s acquaintance with Giovanni Bellini in particular, he came to know Giorgione 
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and Sebastiano Luciani.116 In fact, between 1508 and 1509 both Titian and Giorgione were 

involved in the decorations of the Fondaco dei Tedeschi where Giorgione carried out frescoes of 

the Grand Canal façade in the summer of 1508 while Titian engaged in frescoes on the building in 

1509. However, the close association between Titian and Giorgione during this time would have 

been evident and despite Vasari’s remark that Titian imitated the style of Giorgione, scholars have 

distinguished between the respective styles of the two artists in the Fondaco, and some of their 

other works.117 Also, as mentioned in Chapter Two above, upon Giorgione’s untimely death in 

1510 Titian completed Giorgione’s Sleeping Venus (Figure 18) now placed at the Dresden 

Museum, and he also painted his own representation of Venus of Urbino (Figure 19) which 

followed his series of Venus and the musician paintings.  

On the other hand, it has been conjectured that Titian showed special interest to Sebastiano 

Luciani’s experimental works based on Classical representations which were characterized by 

extensive realism.118 One of Titian’s early works attributed to a year before 1509 is Orpheus and 

Eurydice (Figure 25) which shows this Classical influence on the young artist in his early career. 

This work narrates two episodes of the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice with a considerable 

emphasis on the landscape. To the left of the rocky mass in the center Eurydice is depicted dying 

after she is bitten by the serpent and to the right, Orpheus, on his way back from the Hades, turns 

around causing Eurydice to disappear from his sight forever. This Classical theme is enriched with 

two landscapes; to the left is an evening setting of Venice and to the right several burning buildings 

that allude to the uninviting Hades. The overall depiction has utilized dark tones of grey and brown 

colors in combination with yellow shades to convey a dark theme which is produced in a realistic 

manner.  

Following his involvement in Giorgione’s Venus at Dresden and his adaptation of Classical 

themes such as Orpheus and Eurydice, Titian likely developed an increased interest in depicting 

the human being with considerable attention paid to emotions and expressions. He thus painted a 

series of portraits of the personalities of his time both male and female and both renowned and not 

well known. Several of such portraits are the Portrait of a Man in Copenhagen, the Young Man 
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with Hat and Gloves at Garrowby Hall, Young Woman in a Black Dress at the Kunsthistorisches 

Museum and the Portrait of Federico II Gonzaga at the Prado Museum. Among Titian’s early 

works, with the same approach to the human figure yet with more profound emphasis on nudity, 

love, and marriage, Titian’s Sacred and Profane Love (Figure 26) celebrated the marriage of the 

Chancellor Niccolò Aurelio in 1514. This masterpiece shows two women figures sitting on a 

water-filled, decorated sarcophagus, and a winged boy in between them playing with water. The 

woman on the left is generously clad and is identified as Aurelio’s bride, the Paduan noblewoman 

Laura Bagarotto.119 She is dressed in bridal attire with accompanying details such as a myrtle 

crown on her head, roses in her right hand, a box of jewelry and a belt fastened by a buckle around 

her waist, suggesting that she is a bride.  

The woman on the right who is depicted in the manner of revealing her nudity can be 

perceived as divine Venus and she is juxtaposed with the earthly Venus, Aurelio’s bride, who is 

represented as the dressed woman. Despite how the two women figures are represented in two 

opposite ways, these two “Venuses”, along with winged Cupid who symbolizes love, unite in terms 

of love for they represent human love and divine love, respectively. Further, Venus and Cupid 

being associated with love, beauty, and fertility in both Classical mythology and Renaissance 

literature and philosophy thus suggests the popularity of the same theme in paintings celebrating 

marriage during Titian’s day. Also, this painting facilitates our understanding of Titian’s use of 

iconography in his subtle depictions of allegories of marriage. The presence of the nude Venus in 

this regard is significant in that her association with beauty, love and sensuality are perceived as 

fundamental in the context of marriage.  

Titian’s Venus and the Musician Series 

Titian’s painting series of Venus and the musician painted between 1550s and 1565 appears 

to have derived from his Venus of Urbino (Figure 19) in several aspects. Painted in 1538 for 

Guidobaldo della Rovere, the Duke of Urbino from 1538 to 1574, Venus of Urbino is sometimes 

regarded as “the most seductive and sensual image of a woman ever painted by Titian”.120 While 

this painting with its reclining pose recollects Giorgione’s Sleeping Venus at Dresden (Figure 18) 
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originally painted for the Marcello family, it characteristically differs from it due to many 

iconographic details. Unlike in the Sleeping Venus, in which Venus is asleep and retains no eye 

contact with the viewer, in the Venus of Urbino the reclining nude figure is awake and maintains 

eye contact with the viewer. Another main difference between the two paintings could be observed 

in terms of the background. While the Sleeping Venus is set in a natural landscape, Venus of Urbino 

is set in an elegant, indoor setting with its accompanying Renaissance aura. There are two maids 

in the background, one of whom is kneeling near a decorated chest looking for its contents while 

the other is standing near her with an elegant wedding dress on her shoulder, connoting marriage 

or a ritual associated with marriage.  

In terms of the pose of the nude figure, she rests her hand and part of her torso against two 

pillows, and she is reclining on a shiny, satin fabric. She also shows the Venus pudica stance 

derived from the Classical Venus statues, yet here it is utilized on the reclining nude figure rather 

than a standing figure. She covers her groin with her left hand and her right hand grasps a bunch 

of red roses, symbolizing love and pleasure as per the Renaissance symbolism.121 Her breasts lay 

bare, and this adds to her youthful beauty together with her soft, youthful skin shining with divine 

beauty and perfection. Further, her round abdomen compliments her fertility and thereby her 

femininity. Overall, the woman’s seductive gaze and allusive appearance has created a highly 

expressed sense of sensuality which is absent in Giorgione’s Sleeping Venus.  

However, this expression of eroticism is heightened to a level of conjugal love with 

accompanying details such as the sleeping dog by the side of nude figure and the pot of myrtle 

placed on the windowsill. While the sleeping dog symbolizes fidelity in marriage, the myrtle plant 

which is traditionally attributed to Venus alludes to faithfulness in love. Moreover, the actions 

involving the two maids in the room, as mentioned above, connect the depicted scene with 

marriage, and thus, this painting celebrates love and sensuality in marriage which is mainly 

epitomized through the details involving the nude female body represented as Venus. Due to the 

iconography mentioned above, which is distinct and different from that of Giorgione’s idealized 

Sleeping Venus, this painting with its explicit eroticism in a courtly atmosphere has enlivened a 
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Venus presiding over the human conjugal love, which is intimate, attainable, and nourished with 

fidelity. 

Titian utilized this nude Venus figure in the Venus of Urbino as the central figure in his 

Venus and the musician series. The series contains five representations of Venus in total, and they 

do contain several similarities and differences while most importantly they commonly recall the 

Venus of Urbino, the Sleeping Venus, and the attributes of Classical Venus representations. 

However, based on the presence of the type of musician and other stylistic variations, the five 

paintings could be categorized under two groups as representations of Venus with an organist and 

representations of Venus with a lute player. It is also noteworthy that while the first group is dated 

to a time around 1550, the second group is dated the first half of the 1560s.122  

One of the three paintings of the first group featuring Venus with an organist is placed at 

the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin (Figure 27). Supposedly, this painting was commissioned by Titian’s 

patron of the time, the Holy Roman emperor Charles V.123 This painting shows a nude woman 

reclining on a bed beside which is winged Cupid and an organist sitting on the edge of the bed. All 

the figures are depicted against a large window opened towards a wide landscape with trees, 

mountains, and buildings. The organist does not seem to be playing music and is gazing at the 

nude woman to grasp her attention, but Cupid has managed to divert the woman’s attention to 

himself. There is a dog near the bed who is wide awake as opposed to being asleep, in which 

context it would indicate fidelity in marriage. The dog in this representation is suggestive of 

happiness that permeates this jovial and amorous setting. Moreover, the red drapery in the room 

indicates the richness and elegance of the interior while the graceful attire of the organist including 

the dagger at his belt confer to him a sense of royalty.  

The nude woman in the painting shows a similar pose to that of Venus of Urbino even 

though she avoids the gaze of the viewer to converse with Cupid and rather than covering her groin 

with her own hand, a translucent shawl has been utilized to serve the same purpose. However, the 

thinness of the garment reveals her genital area more and attracts the viewer’s attention to same. 

The positioning of the legs appears to be like that of Venus of Urbino but compared to the latter 
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the woman’s body is fleshier and more mature rather than being characteristically young. 

Nevertheless, this portrayal of the nude female form also expresses an obvious impression of 

sensuality and eroticism.  

The second painting in the first group is Venus with Cupid and an Organist placed at Museo 

del Prado, Madrid (Figure 28). This painting originally belonged to the statesman and great patron 

of arts, Cardinal Perrenot de Granvelle. It has been described in the records of the Royal Alcázar 

art gallery in Madrid as “a nude Venus on a bed with Cupid and, at the foot of the bed, a musician 

with a segalo or a small organ turns to look at her, then a fictive outdoor scene with a most beautiful 

landscape showing a grand avenue formed by two rows of trees”124 Along with this overall outlook, 

the painting also shares several other specific details with the previous representation discussed 

above. They are mainly the pose of the nude woman, with the exception of the thin shawl absent 

in the present painting, the arrangement of the bed, the red curtains behind the scene, and the 

portrayal of Cupid. These details are considerably similar in both representations, however, the 

jewelry worn by the two nude women and their faces are distinct from each other.  

Another characteristic difference in this representation compared to the one at Berlin is the 

gaze of the musician who turns away from the organ and looks intently at the nude woman’s groin. 

The degree of sensuality conveyed here is more intense compared to the previous representation.  

Also, the fact that the amorous youth is enchanted by the beauty of the nude woman also forms a 

connection between the musical aura and the physical beauty of the woman connoting that the 

musician draws inspiration from Venus’ s beauty. However, whether the musician has been 

playing the organ appears to be problematic to determine. As per the landscape visible through the 

wide window, it shows a reinvention of the previous Titianic landscape with the addition of new 

details. The two rows of trees, the artistic water fountain made of bronze, and the young couple 

embracing each other in love and walking towards the lightened path characterize a typical 

Renaissance Garden while its beauty is enhanced with details on wildlife: the stag, peacock, and 

the deer, who also connote symbolic meanings of love and fertility. Thus, beauty in this painting 

is depicted in relation to three realms: music, the female nudity, and the landscape.  
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The third and the final painting in the first group is Venus with an Organist and a Dog 

(Figure 29) which is also placed at Museo del Prado, Madrid. This painting was painted by Titian 

for the Venetian lawyer Francesco Assonica. While this representation carries the same theme as 

the previous one at the same museum, it shows several variations from the other. The most distinct 

difference is the absence of Cupid in this painting, who is replaced with a dog that is interacting 

with the nude woman connoting a joyful atmosphere. Due to the placement of the dog near the 

woman and her gesture of petting the dog, the angle of the woman’s face is slightly different from 

two of the previous representations. In this depiction, she is attentive to the dog while she is being 

subjected to the intent gaze of the musician. The positioning of the woman’s legs is very similar 

to that of the previous paintings and the erotic expression pervading the painting appears the same 

as in the other two, although the face of the nude woman is new and different from the previous 

paintings. Furthermore, the wide view of the Renaissance landscape portrayed in the background 

is a replica of the previous representation with details of the people, animals, and the natural 

phenomena.  

However, it is significant that the figure of the musician figure has undergone several 

changes in this depiction except for his intent gaze at the woman’s groin. The differences could be 

observed in terms of the musician’s attire and the presence of a sword behind the belt as opposed 

to a dagger. Also, the musician’s facial features portray a degree of maturity which is lacking in 

the musicians depicted in the two previous paintings. Whether this portrayal of a mature musician 

in the face of a youthful nude woman connotes a significant symbolism is debatable mainly 

because the identities of the figures portrayed remain ambiguous. However, despite this ambiguity 

the painting’s appeal to eroticism and harmony between the suggested musical atmosphere and 

beauty are characteristic. It is also important to observe that Venus is wearing a wedding ring as 

an indication that this painting was intended to celebrate marital love.  

The second group of Venus and the musician series contains two paintings depicting Venus 

with a lute player. One of them, Venus with Cupid and a Lute Player (Figure 30) is housed at 

Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, while the other Venus with Cupid and a Lute Player (Figure 31) 

is at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, which is also known as the Holkham Venus.125 
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Which work preceded the other between the two paintings has been a topic of debate and similarly 

the degree of contribution by Titian and his assistants remains an open question126. This could be 

partly owing to the iconographic similarities between the two works. The interior iconographic 

details in both paintings appear to be similar while the details outside the window depicting the 

landscape have variations. For instance, in the Fitzwilliam painting a wide natural landscape 

leading to mountains can be seen while in the Metropolitan painting a group of satyrs dancing to 

pipe music is depicted in parallel to the musical ambience in the central scene. However, the main 

similarity between the two depictions is that the organist has been replaced with a lutenist who has 

turned around to look at Venus in the same way the organists have turned to look at the nude 

woman in the first group. The nude “Venus” who is being crowned by Cupid is depicted with an 

apparent degree of sensuality and, as it happens in the paintings in the organ group, her groin is 

covered with a thin shawl which draws attention to her groin rather than making it less 

conspicuous. This is an iconographic detail we have amply observed in this study in relation to 

both Classical and Renaissance depictions of nude female forms.  

The prominence given to musicality in both the Fitzwilliam and Metropolitan paintings is 

significant in that in addition to the lute there are two other musical instruments depicted in the 

paintings: the recorder in the right hand of the nude woman, and the viola da gamba on the side of 

the bed, turned towards the wall near the nude woman. In Studdert-Kennedy’s view regarding the 

Fitzwilliam painting, in particular, on the one hand, these instruments connote the contemporary 

“commonplace” musical atmosphere, and, on the other hand, it evokes a reference to touch127. The 

author argues that in the first group of paintings the musician shows no indication that he played 

the organ or has been playing it while in the Fitzwilliam painting, the musician is holding the lute 

and he is playing it, while Venus has been playing the recorder that she is holding. While we can 

also infer this observation to the Metropolitan painting due to the iconographic affinity between 

the two paintings, the author’s argument that the part-book with musical notes near the bass-viol 

indicates active playing by Venus that has been continuing in the scene is noteworthy. In this 

regard, he further refers to the detail of the part-book that remains open near the window with 
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notes on a madrigal, which was often played rather than sung, and for which the lute was an ideal 

instrument.128   

Based on the above evidence on the musical environment that pervades the scene depicted 

in the two paintings, it can be conjectured that, unlike in the organ paintings, a considerable 

emphasis has been laid to hearing and the auditory impact emanating from music. Unarguably, the 

emphasis on beauty signified through Venus’ nudity is not undermined in the two depictions. In 

fact, Cupid’s crowning of Venus can be understood in terms of a celebration or rewarding of her 

beauty. Thus, the two paintings contain an apparent juxtaposition of “hearing” and “seeing” with 

their expressions of musicality alongside the divine beauty that pleases the viewer’s eyes. With 

the presence of Venus and Cupid and their connotations of love and sensuality the two paintings 

could be considered as celebrations of love similar to the paintings in the organ group. However, 

the aforementioned juxtaposition of Neoplatonic hearing and seeing is often viewed by scholars 

as a contest between the same senses in deciding which sense better appreciates the beauty of 

love.129  

 In relation to these two paintings, a brief overview of the Platonic philosophy is necessary 

before analyzing the above paintings with a Neoplatonic approach. The great philosopher and 

teacher in Classical Athens, Plato was one of the most penetrating thinkers who influenced the 

Western Philosophical tradition. His Academy lasted until 529 AD and his doctrines continued to 

pervade the subsequent philosophical canons with alterations and enrichments. From among his 

central philosophical theories, Plato’s discussions of love and beauty are of key interest in the 

present discussion. His theory of love is mainly embedded in his Symposium which analyses the 

concept of Love, while his other works Phaedrus, the Republic and the Laws also add to his views 

on the same. In the Symposium, a key inference that Plato makes through the dialogue between the 

characters of priestess and teacher, Diotima and Socrates is that the Beauty is identical with the 

Good.130 In this regard love is viewed as the “desire for perpetual possession of the good.”131 As 
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human beings are identified as being always desiring things, therefore desiring the good, Plato 

determines that the whole universe is in love continually.  

Furthermore, Plato posits that each individual is made of the body and the soul, and that 

these two components are influenced by love. While the body of a person attempts to drive that 

person towards sensuality, his soul desires to obtain the supreme Forms, the knowledge of the 

ultimate Forms of things. Therefore, the soul is viewed by Plato as leading oneself towards 

excellence through a noble relationship that motivates two lovers to follow the path of virtue.132 

However, the Platonic doctrine also stressed that the human being is easily susceptible to the 

attraction of the body and that a lover would readily comprehend the divine beauty of another. 

Especially, those who have experienced the initiation rites of the mystery religions and those who 

are sufficiently pure to see the true Beauty of the others are thought to be aided by the sensuous 

beauty in their path:133 

“…when he sees a godlike face or form which is a good image of beauty, shudders at first, 

and something of the old awe comes over him, then, as he gazes, he reveres the beautiful 

one as a god, and if he did not fear to be thought stark mad, he would offer sacrifice to his 

beloved as to an idol or a god. And as he looks upon him, a reaction from his shuddering 

comes over him, with sweat and unwonted heat; [251b] for as the effluence of beauty enters 

him through the eyes, he is warmed;”134  

Thus, unlike in Neoplatonism that thrived under the Renaissance Christian milieu in which 

sensuous beauty was perceived as a deceptive copy of the ideal beauty, Plato did not reject this 

sensuous beauty all together. Rather, he considered it as a materialization of the ideal Beauty.  

Moreover, in the Phaedrus, Plato’s description of Beauty and its appeal to the sight projects the 

importance of the sight in comprehending beauty: 

“But beauty, as I said before, shone in brilliance among those visions; and since we came 

to earth we have found it shining most clearly through the clearest of our senses; for sight 

is the sharpest of the physical senses, though wisdom is not seen by it, for wisdom would 
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arouse terrible love, if such a clear image of it were granted as would come through sight, 

and the same is true of the other lovely realities; but beauty alone has this privilege, and 

therefore it is most clearly seen and loveliest.”135  

From a Neoplatonic perspective too, the themes of love and beauty, the view of beauty 

being understood by hearing and seeing, and also the presence of the musician and his gaze evident 

in the two paintings are fundamental. While Venus’s appearance itself suggests divine beauty, the 

musician’s gaze indicates that he is enamoured by the beauty of the nude Venus. In contemporary 

Renaissance literature and philosophy, love had been identified as being either sacred and profane, 

and similarly, beauty had been categorized as heavenly beauty and earthly beauty, while heavenly 

beauty was perceived through hearing and seeing. For instance, in the work the Book of the 

Courtier (1528), based on the courtly life in the Renaissance by the 16th century Italian writer 

Baldassare Castiglione, the author mentions that the most beautiful things are comprehended by 

one’s ears and eyes. In this regard, Castiglione refers to the beauty of singing by Marchetto Cara, 

an eminent court composer of the time whose singing evoked great pleasure to the ears, as well as 

the beautiful paintings by artists such as Leonardo Da Vinci that created equal pleasure to the eyes 

of the people: 

“Nor does our friend Marchetto Cara move us less by his singing, but with a gentler 

harmony; because he softens and penetrates our souls by placid means, full of plaintive 

sweetness, greatly stirring them to sweet emotion.  

Again, various things give equal pleasure to our eyes, so that we can with difficulty decide 

which are more pleasing to them. You know that in painting Leonardo da Vinci, Mantegna, 

Raphael, Michelangelo, and Giorgio da Castelfranco, are very excellent, yet they are all 

unlike in their work; so that no one of them seems to lack anything in his own manner, 

since each is known as most perfect in his style.”136 

In Renaissance philosophy, the Neoplatonists considered that beauty was an embodiment 

of the good in the universe in which love was the core. Love in the Neoplatonist view was a 

principle of life and sensual love was a trivial component in it. Sensuous beauty that was connected 
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to the body was deemed more or less a “deceitful” copy of the ideal Beauty. And most importantly, 

Neoplatonic love was deemed an element that facilitated one’s elevation towards the divine. In 

this regard, beauty being a projection of the good, the Neoplatonists believed that it led people 

towards the good and therefore towards God.137 God, in this context, was perceived as “pure love” 

which is removed from sexual love. These views on love and beauty were prominently manifested 

in the works of the Renaissance Neoplatonist, Marsilio Ficino, whose Commentary on Plato’s 

Symposium on Love can be taken as an instance (c. 1475-80).138 The main significant observation 

that can be made about Ficino’s theorizations is that unarguably, because he was a priest of the 

Christian church, he was inclined towards identifying a close affinity between Platonism and 

Christianity. Hence, the Neoplatonist speculations that Ficino introduced were characteristically 

Christianized and, for example, love was universal and pervaded beyond the corporeal realm for 

the ultimate Love was manifested in God. However, contrasting ideologies also existed between 

Platonism and Christianity as when the former positively required the physical aspects of sexual 

love to reach the understanding of the Idea of Beauty while Christianity saw the physical desires, 

including sexual love, as impeding one’s path to God.  

Despite this variation the notion that love is characterized as a search for divine is 

fundamental to Ficino’s Christianized Platonism. In this Neoplatonist framework, beauty being 

recognized as transcendental and divine in the same way as love was, Renaissance allegories in 

artistic representations were distinctive. As Titian’s Venus and the musician painting series 

embodies these Neoplatonist allegories, interpretation of the paintings by their respective audience 

required both visual and intellectual capabilities. Also, this complexity in interpretation and the 

fact that these paintings catered to the private patrician audiences who had access to scholarship is 

thus characteristic in this regard.   

In conclusion, all five paintings of Titian’s Venus and the musician series can be estimated 

as manifestations of Classicism due to their resemblances of the Classical nude representations 

and their reflections on Platonism, and Neoplatonism. The paintings do contain iconographic 

differences among them, yet, the reclining, nude Venus who is self-assured of her beauty is central 

to all five paintings and Venus’ depiction in the series. In terms of connoting affinity to the Greek 

 
137 Bartlett 2013, 214. 
138 Ibid. 



  Jayathilake 54 

 

and Roman representations of Venus, her full-grown body with youthful beauty is emphasized 

through her round and firm breasts, round abdomen, the wide hips and fleshy arms and thighs. 

Similar iconographic features were also seen earlier in this study in relation to the Aphrodite of 

Knidos and Capitoline Venuses who modelled the 1st and 2nd century funerary sculptures of the 

Roman empresses and matronae. All representations including those of Titian’s, account for 

beauty, femininity and sexuality which have been typical attributes of Venus from the Classical 

era down to the Renaissance period irrespective of the age of representation.  

Moreover, Titian also utilized the Venus pudica stance with innovation. The Venus pudica 

stance in the Greek and Roman contexts featured Venus as covering her groin with one hand while 

covering her breasts with the other. In Titian’s series, none of the representations demonstrate 

Venus as concealing her breast from the viewer’s eyes, but in the paintings at the Berlin State 

Museum, Fitzwilliam Museum, and the Metropolitan Museum, Venus’s groin area is covered with 

a piece of fabric. However, as the fabric is thin and translucent, it serves no purpose in concealing 

her genitals and instead captures the viewer’s attention to the same evoking a sense of eroticism. 

This, in fact, was the same effect created by the Classical Venus pudica stance that attracted the 

viewer’s eyes, and the positioning of the legs in the Venus series is further testimony to its allusion 

to the Classical depictions of Venus where Venus was mostly depicted as a standing figure with 

one leg slightly bent forward so as to express modesty. The presence of Cupid as traditionally 

associated with Venus could also be seen in Titian’s series except in one painting at the Prado 

Museum, in which Cupid’s absence is compensated by a dog who symbolizes fidelity in conjugal 

love.139 This is an aspect of Titian’s reinvention of the Classical theme yet, it is noteworthy that 

the associated symbolism of the new iconographic detail still makes the painting fit within the 

framework of love and sexuality.  

Titian’s reinvention of the nude goddess has been most characteristically facilitated by the 

artist’s compositional arrangement of the paintings. While the arrangement of the bed and the red 

curtains of the room, including their respective colors, share many similarities they also create a 

courtly atmosphere characteristic of the Renaissance courtly love. Additionally, emphasis given to 

the landscape outside the window is distinctive. While the paintings at the Berlin Museum, 

 
139 Association of the dog with female fidelity goes back to the Greek world. See for example Franco 2014.  
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Fitzwilliam Museum, and the Metropolitan Museum display at the background a natural landscape 

in the countryside, the rest of the paintings show manmade landscapes outside the Renaissance 

villas. In the latter, however, the details of the wildlife are visible; the stag, peacock, and the deer, 

who also symbolize love and fertility. 

Prominence given to music is the other notable element that Titian’s painting series is 

characterised for. On the one hand, the presence of a musician, musical instruments and musical 

notes have provided a new reading to the theme of Venus with a touch of Renaissance aura. On 

the other hand, the debate that musicality and beauty have generated between hearing and seeing 

in determining the most superior sense in understanding beauty has enlivened the Renaissance 

Neoplatonism. In Platonic philosophy, as mentioned above, while sensual beauty is considered a 

materialization of the ideal Beauty, sight was regarded an essential component in comprehending 

that beauty. In Renaissance literature and philosophy, divine beauty was understood by hearing 

and seeing both. In Renaissance Neoplatonism nurtured under the Christian dogma, although love 

was a universal element and a principle of life governed by God, sensual beauty was only an 

insignificant component in it. In Titian’s paintings however, the male musician is clearly attracted 

by the sensuous beauty of the nude Venus, her beauty being perceived as “divine” and as 

emphasized through the musicians’ intent gazes in the respective paintings.  

The Venuses, in this context have acknowledged the power of their beauty with a sense of 

self assurance yet, their calm and joyous appearances also appear to be the result of the harmony 

created between the beautiful musical atmosphere, Venuses’ own beauty and the beauty of the 

courtly atmosphere and the landscape. Therefore, “hearing” and “seeing” need to be understood 

as two senses that have been both juxtaposed and reciprocated in creating the overall artistic 

impression of Titian’s Venus and the Musician series. And, the overall interpretation can be thus 

understood as an embodiment of love, divine beauty, auditory pleasure, and the serenity of the 

landscape while Venus is still conforming to her Classical identity to the most part, which takes 

the centre stage in all five paintings in the series.  
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Chapter Four- Lavinia Fontana’s Isabella Ruini as Venus 

 

 Born in Bologna, Italy, Lavinia Fontana (1552-1614) was one of the most outstanding 

women artists of the 16th and 17th centuries of Renaissance Italy. She was considered one of the 

first professional female artists in Italy to practice her profession among males who in fact 

dominated the contemporary art schools and circles. While she was particularly noted for portrait 

paintings, Lavinia excelled in a range of art pieces that included narrative and historic scenes which 

were both mythological and religious. In producing her large number of paintings, the training and 

instruction she received as a budding artist was fundamental as is the case with all artists. 

Therefore, it is important to discuss Lavinia’s background and early career as a woman artist.  

Lavinia was one of the two daughters of Prospero Fontana who was also an artist active in 

both Bologna and Rome as mentioned in Chapter Two. He was the leading Mannerist artist in 

Bologna, and during his career he worked with the pre-eminent artists of the time such as Vasari 

in Rimini, while being a follower of Raphael. He was supported by the patronage of the papacy, 

and he involved in both religious and mythological paintings, the latter including Classical themes. 

Prospero Fontana’s guidance as father and teacher was thus fundamental in shaping up the artistic 

career of young Lavinia who was exposed to different artistic styles and techniques including the 

Mannerist style and Classicism. Lavinia also received an outstanding education including the 

studies of music and Latin. In addition to the support she received from her father and the family 

for her education, Bologna being an intellectually progressive city compared to the other Italian 

cities at the time, Lavinia found herself in a conducive environment to thrive as an artist.  She 

received commissions in both Bologna and Rome with which she flourished in her career and, by 

1603 she had started her own workshop in Rome and joined the prestigious painters’ guild of 

Accademia di San Luca which by then was opened to women artists as well. 

Lavinia’s corpus of paintings contained 135 paintings that included portraits, religious and 

historical paintings and mythological depictions that catered to the sophisticated noble families as 

well as prominent church officials of the time. Therefore, her paintings resorted to aggrandize the 

fame and reputation of her patrons and commissioners which in turn made herself popular among 

those families. Especially, Lavinia’s portraits of the Bolognese noble women provide testimony to 
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the noble virtues and decorum manifested in those depictions. However, her mythological 

paintings contained nude representations especially which were based on nude Venus and nude 

Minerva. Venus and Cupid (1585), Isabella Ruini as Venus (1592), Venus Receiving Gifts from 

Two Cupids (1590s) Venus Kissing Cupid (1600) and the two versions of Minerva Dressing (1612 

and 1613) are several examples of such depictions and, from among these Isabella Ruini as Venus 

(Figure 32) is significant because of its dual affinity to sensuous Venus in Classical mythology 

and the Bolognese noble woman Isabella Ruini. 

Lavinia depicted her patron Isabella Ruini as a semi-nude Venus in the above-mentioned 

painting dated to 1592 (Figure 32). While there is a lack of sources for interpreting this seemingly 

sensuous representation of a highly esteemed and virtuous noble woman, it is often assumed that 

the painting was produced upon the request of either Isabella herself or her husband rather than by 

an admirer of Isabella. In fact, as she was immensely praised for her beauty, Isabella herself would 

have found the idea of seeing herself as Venus to be self-satisfactory. It could also be assumed that 

Isabella’s husband intended to see his wife as an earthly embodiment of the goddess of love and 

beauty which would be consistent with the contemporary eulogies of Isabella. However, it is often 

conjectured that Lavinia would not have depicted Isabella’s nude body from life but instead 

modelled it on paintings of the Fontainebleau School140 on courtesans or depictions of goddesses 

from the Venetian school. While the practice of depicting the noble women as saintly figures was 

not uncommon during Lavinia’s day, representing such highly esteemed women in society in erotic 

manner was deemed unusual mainly because the strict moral code that had been established by 

Cardinal Paleotti in Bologna and did not correspond to any such practises by the nobility.  

On the other hand, this painting recalls Lavinia’s painting of clothed, matronly Isabella 

(Figure 33). In it, Isabella shows identical facial features and is dressed in lavish attire and is 

wearing precious jewelry, while her hair is upswept and beautified with jewelry. Especially 

noticeable are the necklace around her neck made of rubies, the bracelet and the earrings as seen 

in both portraits, and the facial features of the well-dressed figure in the latter painting indicates 

that the lady in Isabella Ruini as Venus is none other than Isabella herself. She belonged to the 

 
140 It was a group of Italian, Flemish and French artists who painted for the royal palace of Fontainebleau in France. 

This school had two groups and the first group was mainly responsible for the introduction of the Mannerist art to 

France.  
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Ruini family in Bologna and during Lavinia’s day it was a leading noble family with a long, 

celebrated history. By the late 1580s Isabella Ruini came to further prominence among the 

Bolognese noble circle of women with her marriage to Giovanni Angelelli.141 After her marriage 

she became a popular subject in laude, that glorified her beauty and perfection in appearance and 

virtue. She was compared to the Sun which was glorious and “could chase all the clouds away 

from the earth” and writers such as Marescotti praised her perfection which qualified her for 

“superhuman beauty”.142 Although such praises of Isabella were presumably owing to literary 

exaggerations, the assumption that Isabella’s beauty and virtue was popular in Bologna cannot be 

underrated.  

Despite this stellar reputation of Isabella as a lady of the Bolognese nobility, Lavinia’s 

Isabella Ruini as Venus features her patron, alongside whom Cupid is depicted, as dressed in a 

very thin, revealing dress. However, she is not nude altogether for she is clad in a form of a dress 

that it is translucent. She is holding Cupid’s arrow as if to prevent him from conducting mischief 

and Cupid is showing a mischievous gesture with his attempt to secure his arrow from his mother. 

In Classical mythological representations the bow and arrow are also emblematic of Diana, the 

goddess of hunting and chastity, in which case the sling/ baldric running across Isabella-Venus’s 

torso is reminiscent of the chaste goddess. In this regard, in this painting a chastening effect has 

surfaced above the apparent eroticism.  

On the other hand, Lavinia’s Isabella painting could be compared with the painting 

attributed to Francia (Figure 20), which was discussed in Chapter Two. The painting attributed to 

Francia contains iconographic indications akin to Venus Victrix:143 the details of the palm branch, 

the shield and the baldric are characteristic in that regard. Among those details, the baldric, being 

a prominent implication of victory and martial character of Venus, could be identified in the 

Isabella painting as conferring a similar reading to the painting along with the detail of the arrow 

that Isabella-Venus is holding in one hand. A similar baldric is also evident in another Venus and 

Cupid painting painted by Lavinia in 1585. The figure of Venus is very much similar to Isabella-

 
141 Murphy 2003, 98. 
142 Ibid.  
143 See pages 33-35 for the iconography of the painting attributed to Francia and its association with Venus Victrix 

depictions. 
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Venus (Figure 34). In this painting a chastening effect is also sufficed by an action performed by 

Cupid – by covering Venus’ groin with a fabric, the groin being a key part of Venus’ body that is 

indicative of her erotic appeal. Furthermore, similar to the Isabella-Venus painting where “Venus” 

is holding Cupid’s arrow so as to restrict Cupid’s many guiles, in this painting Venus has got hold 

of Cupid’s bow in order to restrict his amorous tendencies and operations. A moralizing quality is 

thus apparent in this painting, while the baldric could still connote a martial character reflecting 

on the Venus Victrix representations of the Greco- Roman antiquity. While it cannot be ascertained 

whether the purpose of commissioning the Isabella-Venus painting was purely to celebrate any 

plausible association of Isabella with Venus Victrix per se, the fact that the painting lauds her 

chastity and moral control is not an over estimation.  

In conclusion, Isabella is represented as a beautiful and sensuous woman who is aware of 

the limitations of sensuality. By depicting Isabella as an erotically appealing and sensuous Venus 

alongside Cupid, Lavinia has revived the Classical tradition of sensuous Venus portrayals but, by 

retaining the details of Isabella’s hair style and jewelry she has emphasized her noble identity as a 

beautiful and dignified Bolognese matron. For the same reason Isabella-Venus is represented not 

as the Titian’s Venus but as an idealization of a sensuous Venus with a higher degree of self-

restraint and sexual modesty. Thus, the Renaissance innovation could be mainly observed in 

Lavinia’s idealization of a chaste Venus who has self-control over her amorous nature despite her 

indications of sensuous appeal.  
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Chapter Five – Conclusion 

 

 The journey of the nude Venus since the Greco- Roman antiquity until the 16th century 

Italian Renaissance underwent characteristic changes and innovations based on contextual 

developments. While Aphrodite/ Venus’ association with beauty, sexuality and fertility remained 

fundamental both in the Greco-Roman antiquity and during the Italian Renaissance those 

associations were expanded and reinterpreted parallel to the contemporary socio-political and 

cultural milieus of the Renaissance period.   

As the Romanized Venus was specifically recognized for her socially responsible sexuality 

as part of being recognized as Venus Genetrix especially under the political propaganda of the 

Julians, she was responsible for sexual morality, success in war, and creating the progeny for social 

progression. Virtues such as chastity, faithfulness, and modesty thus became equivalent with 

Venus and the combination of all these attributes became manifested in the early imperial Roman 

funerary statues of the empresses and the matronae. What is striking is that the practice of 

equalizing the deceased empresses and matronae of exemplary character with nude Venus not only 

signified the feminine beauty and potential reproductivity but also provided the definition of an 

ideal Roman matron.144 It is also noteworthy that although the individual identities of the 

respective matronae were emphasized through the heads, as they were paired with nude bodies 

similar to the Knidian, Capitoline and Capuan Venus statues, as a whole the depictions emphasized 

on the wider social significance of the nude Venus that extended beyond the Roman household.  

In terms of the depiction of female nudity in the 16th century Italian Renaissance art the 

development of Humanism and Neoplatonism were highly important. Such theories and teachings 

prioritized the human being, and concepts such as female beauty, sexuality, and love. In such a 

background the 16th century Italian Renaissance artists reinterpreted the Classical and 

mythological themes through their paintings as discussed in relation to paintings such as 

Botticelli’s the Birth of Venus, which directly adopted the Venus pudica stance resembling the 

Classical Knidos type depictions.145 In Venetian art in particular Giorgione’s Sleeping Venus 

 
144 See Chapter One. 
145 See Chapter Two under “The Italian Renaissance Art and Classical Revivalism”. 
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resulted in Titian’s experimentation with the reclining, nude Venus figure with the pudica stance 

and the contrapposto pose, and which catered to the context of marriage and conjugal love as 

opposed to a funerary context. Titian’s Venus and the musician series therefore was a 

manifestation of erotic love, beauty, faithfulness in marriage and more importantly the 

Renaissance artist idealized the nude Venus as an active agent of harmony between beauty of the 

female body, beauty of nature, music and the courtly atmosphere.146 Also, Titian’s incorporation 

of a Neoplatonic debate concerning hearing and seeing in determining which sense qualifies to 

better understand the beauty of love marks a significant and new interpretation in idealizing the 

nude Venus.  

The Bolognese female artist Lavinia’s Isabella Ruini as Venus idealized a Venus who 

deviated from Titian’s exceedingly sensuous goddess.147 Instead, Lavinia’s goddess resorted to 

self-restrained chastity although she was conscious of her remarkable sexual appeal. In 

determining Isabella-Venus’ chastening stature through iconographic indications the baldric that 

runs across her chest is characteristic as it is reminiscent of the depictions of the chaste goddess 

Diana. In that regard, Lavinia’s Venus has obtained a dual personality as Venus-Diana. However, 

the same detail of the baldric could be interpreted as conforming to Venus Victrix representations 

where the respective detail has an association with war and victory. This interpretation is in par 

with the social status and reputation of Isabella Ruini whose fame relied on her beauty, virtues, 

and the family’s affluence. Although her representation as Venus was not intended to be viewed 

by a wider audience other than herself and her husband, the fact that either her husband or herself 

utilized the painting to idealize her as an earthly embodiment of the beautiful and sensuous Venus 

is easily comprehensible. This expectation is characteristically a Renaissance innovation by 

Lavinia for on the one hand the prestigious women of the nobility were not depicted nude or semi-

nude and on the other hand Isabella’s face was utilized for the painting while she was alive and 

not after her death, as was the case with the Venus type funerary statues of the early empire.  

Thus, the idealization of the nude Venus by the Renaissance artists did not fully deviate 

from the Venus representations of the Greco-Roman antiquity especially in terms of her amorous 

propensities. In Titian’s view Venus was seen as an active agent of the Renaissance harmony. In 

 
146 See Chapter Three. 
147 See Chapter Four. 
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Lavinia’s perception she was a self-restrained, chaste deity who conformed to the social mores of 

the noble society, in which context Lavinia’s Venus reflects back on the ideal Roman matrona of 

the early Roman empire.   
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Figures 

Figures 1a and 1b 

                                                                                                  

1a. Aphrodite of Knidos, Roman copy of    1b. Capitoline Venus (Rome, Capitoline 

Praxiteles’original                                         Museum). 

(Vatican City, Vatican Museums). 

Source: Barrow 2005, 349.    Source: www.museicapitolini.org/en/collezioni        

                                                                        /percorsi_per_sale/palazzo_nuovo/gabinetto_                                                                          

                                                                         della_venere/statua_della_venere_capitolina 

Figure 2a and 2b 

 

2a. Pediment of the temple of Mars Ultor with Mars in the middle, Venus to his left, Fortuna to 

his right and the seated figures of Romulus and Roma. 

 

Source: Droge 2011-2012, 98. 
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2b. Algiers relief (from Carthage). This relief is said to have been based on the pediment of the 

Mars Ultor (Figure 2a. above). This relief shows in the middle Mars, Venus to his left with Cupid 

and the figure to his right is most often associated with Julius Caesar and sometimes regarded as a 

heroic figure in Roman history.  

Source: Droge 2011-12, 98. 

 

 

Figures 3a and 3b 

 

3a. Turquoise cameo gem depicting the empress Livia, the wife of Augustus holding a portrait 

bust of Augustus?/ one of her sons Tiberius/ Drusus I, 14-37 AD (Boston, Museum of Fine Arts). 

Source: Hekster 2015, 122. 
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3b. Venus Genetrix (Paris, Louvre Museum). 

Source: Waldstein 1887, 14. 

 

Figure 4 

 

Matron depicted as Venus from Rome (Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek). 

Source: D’Ambra 1996, 220 
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Figure 5 

 

Matron depicted as Venus, from the Tomb of the Manilii, Rome (Vatican City, Vatican Museums). 

Source: D’Ambra 1996, 220. 

 

Figure 6 

 

A partially nude portrait of a woman as Venus (Rome, Capitoline Museum). 

Source: D’Ambra 2005, 105. 
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Figure 7 

 
Venus of Capua (Naples, National Archaeological Museum). 

Source: Kousser 2005, 238.  

 

 

Figure 8 

 

Statue of a woman represented as Venus (Naples, National Archaeological Museum). 

Source: D’Ambra 2000, 103. 



  Jayathilake 73 

 

Figure 9 

 

Sandro Botticelli. c. 1478. Primavera, Allegory of Spring (Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi). 

Source: https://library-artstor-org.proxy.queensu.ca/asset/SCALA_ARCHIVES_1031314668. 

Figure 10 

 

The Birth of Venus by Sandro Botticelli, ca. 1485. Tempera on Canvas (Florence, Gallerie degli 

Uffizi).  

 

Source: Kren et al. 2018,124.   
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Figure 11 

 

The Triumph of Galatea by Raphael, 1513. Villa Farnesina. 

 

Source: https://library-artstor-org.proxy.queensu.ca/asset/AWSS35953_35953_31697840. 

Figure 12 

 

Venus with Mercury and Cupid (The School of Love) by Correggio, ca. 1525 (London, The 

National Gallery). 

 

Source: https://library-artstor-org.proxy.queensu.ca/asset/ANGLIG_10313767981. 
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Figure 13 

 

Venus, Cupid, and a ‘Satyr’ by Correggio (Paris, Louvre Museum). 

 

Source: Fabiański 1996, 60.  

Figure 14 

 

 

Woman with a Mirror (1515) by Giovanni Bellini (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum). 

 

Source: Freedman 2013, 257.  
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Figure 15 

 

Pietà by Michelangelo Buonarroti. 1498-1500 (Vatican City, Saint Peter's Basilica).  

 

Source: https://library-artstor-org.proxy.queensu.ca/asset/SCALA_ARCHIVES_1039930989. 

Figure 16 

 

Detail from Pietà by Michelangelo Buonarroti. 1498-1500.   

 

Source: https://library-artstor-org.proxy.queensu.ca/asset/SCALA_ARCHIVES_1039930989. 
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Figure 17 

 

Laura by Giorgione, 1506 (Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Gemaldegaleria).  

 

Source: Waldeck 2016, 61. 

 

 

 

Figure 18 

 

 

Sleeping Venus by Giorgione, 1510 (Dresden, Gemaldegalerie). 

 

Source: Grabski 1999, 12.   
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Figure 19 

 

Venus of Urbino by Titian, 1538 (Florence, Palazzo Pitti).  

 

Source: Grabski 1999, 10. 

 

 

Figure 20 

 

Chastity by Francesco Francia? (Formerly Berlin, destroyed in 1945) 

 

Source: Squarzina 1997, 770. 
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Figure 21 

 

“A woman wearing a thin dress” attributed to Francia?/ Ghirlandaio?  

 

Source: Landon 1801, 125 (Fig. 59.2) 

Figure 22 a), b) and c) 

        

a) Marble sculpture of Venus Victrix,   b) Armed Aphrodite,  

2nd century (Paris, Louvre Museum).   (Cyprus, Pafos Museum). 

 

Source: Budin 2010, 111.              Source: Budin 2010, 110. 
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c) Venus/ Victoria of Brescia (Brescia, Museum of Santa Giulia).         

Source: https://www.vittorialatabrescia.it  

 

Figure 23 

 

The Fortnum Venus attributed to Francesco Francia, ca. 1500-05. Bronze, 26.1 cm high (Oxford, 

Ashmolean Museum).                

 

Source: Warren 1999, 220.  
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Figure 24 a) and b) 

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a) Virtue Subduing Fortune by Federico Brandani      b) Fontana’s sketch for the 

after Prospero Fontana, stucco (Rome, Villa Giulia).  composition at the Royal Collection. 

 

Source: Whitaker 2007, 160.       Source: Whitaker 2007, 161.  

 

 

Figure 25 

 

Orpheus and Eurydice by Titian. (Bergamo, Accademia Carrara).  

Source: Pedrocco 2001, 70. 
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Figure 26 

 

Sacred and Profane Love by Titian (Rome, Galleria Borghese). 

Source: Pedrocco 2001, 105. 

 

Figure 27 

 

 

Venus with Cupid, an Organist and a Dog by Titian, ca. 1550 (Berlin, Staatliche Museen, 

Gemäldegalerie). 

 

Source: Pedrocco 2001, 219. 
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Figure 28  

 

Venus with Cupid and an Organist by Titian, ca. 1550 (Madrid, Museo del Prado). 

Source: Pedrocco 2001, 220. 

Figure 29 

 

Venus with an Organist and a Dog by Titian, ca. 1550’s. (Madrid, Museo del Prado). 

Source: Pedrocco 2001, 235. 
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Figure 30 

 

Venus with Cupid and a Lute Player by Titian, first half of the 1560’s (Cambridge, Fitzwilliam 

Museum). 

Source: Pedrocco 2001, 259. 

  

Figure 31 

 

Venus with Cupid and a Lute Player by Titian, first half of the 1560’s (New York, Metropolitan 

Museum of Art). 

Source: Pedrocco 2001, 259. 
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Figure 32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Isabella Ruini as Venus by Lavinia Fontana, 1592 (Rouen, Musée des Beaux-Arts).  

Source: Murphy 2003, 101. 

Figure 33  

 

 

Isabella Ruini by Lavinia Fontana, 1593 (Florence, Galleria Palatina). 

Source: Murphy 2003, 101. 
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Figure 34 

 

Venus and Cupid by Lavinia Fontana, 1585 (Venice, Private Collection). 

Source: Murphy 2003, 102. 


