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Giovanni Bellini and Titian. The Feast of the Gods, 1529, oil on canvas 



Above: Map of 16th century Venice 

Left: Giovanni Bellini. Self-Portrait 

The High Renaissance in Venice coincided with the decline of the empire and the 

threat that the city would lose the independent status it had enjoyed for eight 

hundred years.  Formidable foreign powers such as the French and Spanish kings, 

the pope, the Holy Roman emperor, and the rulers of Milan united against Venice 

and formed the League of Cambrai in 1509.  They took most of the Venetian 

territory, including the important city of Verona, but not Venice itself.  By 1529, 

peace was restored along with most of the territory, and Venice propagated the myth 

of its uniqueness in having survived so great a threat. 



In this illustration of a scene from 

Ovid’s, Fasti the gods, Jupiter, 

Neptune, and Apollo among them, 

revel in a wooded pastoral setting, 

eating and drinking, attended by 

nymphs and satyrs.  According to the 

tale, Priapus, the god of fertility, 

approached the sleeping nymph Lotis.  

But Silenus’ ass brayed, alerting the 

deities who laughed at Priapus’ 

misadventure. 

 

The Feast was the first in a series of 

mythologies or bacchanals 

commissioned by Duke Alfonso d’Este 

to decorate the camerino d’alabastro, or 

alabaster study, of his castle in 

Ferrara.  The Duke also ordered works 

by Raphael and Fra Bartolomeo, who 

both died before their contributions 

could be finished.  The patron then 

transferred these commissions to 

Titian, who painted three canvases for 

the room.  In addition, he reworked 

part of Bellini’s canvas. 



Like the rest of the paintings in the room, this one revolves around themes of 

love, in this case represented by three couples: a nature goddess and Neptune 

(actually a portrait of Alfonso) sitting behind the large bowl of fruit to the right 

of center, Ceres (Mother Earth) and Apollo (the sun god ) to the right, and the 

lusty Priapus leering over the sleeping nymph Lotis at the far right.  



Giorgione da Castlefranco (and/or Titian). Pastoral Symphony, c. 1508, oil on canvas 



Attributed to both Giorgione (1477/8-1510) and Titian (c. 1485-1576), this painting was 

probably completed by Titian after the death of Giorgione. 

 

Two men are seated in the lush country landscape, one dressed in the elegant costume of 

a Venetian nobleman, the other barefoot and wearing rustic clothing… Despite their 

sixteenth-century costumes, the men in this poesia (idyllic scene suggesting a mood 

meant to inspire the viewer) are enveloped in a romantic evocation of pastoral antiquity. 



In the Pastoral Symphony, the 

young men are making 

beautiful music, and the 

nymphs come out to listen.  

Thus the men create Arcadia- 

they bring it to life.  The 

nymphs are not invisible.  

Rather, by being visible they 

encourage us to join in.  And 

yet a melancholy tone 

pervades the work; there is a 

tacit acknowledgement that 

the peaceful Arcadian world of 

Virgil is really unattainable.   

 

The artist stresses the fictive 

quality of this world by his 

technique of painting.  Loading 

his brush with thick oil paint, 

he applies it to a coarse canvas 

that has been primed with a 

dark ground.  In some areas 

the globs of oil paint are 

deliberately left visible.  



 Not a place so much as it was a state of mind, Arcadia was neither only the real world nor 

only the pastoral one.  It was a superimposition of both worlds.  As such it was distant 

enough to provide escape and close enough to be always accessible.  Indeed, there are 

buildings in the distance, which remind us that the city is somewhere nearby.  

 

The painting is held together compositionally by the soft light that suffuses the entire 

landscape, uniting the psychologically distant figures. 



Giorgione da Castelfranco. 

The Tempest, c. 1510, oil on 

canvas 

 

The career of Giorgione was 

brief- he died from the 

plague- and most scholars 

accept fewer than ten 

paintings as entirely by his 

hand. But his importance to 

Venetian painting is critical. 

He introduced new, 

enigmatic pastoral themes, 

known as poesie (or “painted 

poems”), that were inspired 

by the contemporary literary 

revival of ancient pastoral 

verse but defy specific 

narrative or symbolic 

interpretation. He is 

significant above all for his 

appreciation of nature in 

landscape painting. 



Giorgione. Sleeping Venus, c. 1510, oil on canvas 



Most central and typical of all of Giorgione's extant works is this image of a sleeping 

Venus. The use of an external landscape to frame a nude is innovative; but in addition, 

to add to her mystery, she is shrouded in sleep, spirited away from accessibility to any 

conscious expression. 

 

It is recorded that Giorgione left this piece unfinished and that the landscape, with a 

Cupid which subsequent restoration has removed, were completed after his death by 

Titian. The picture is the prototype of Titian's own Venus of Urbino (seen above to the 

right) and of many more by other painters of the school; but none of them attained the 

fame of the first exemplar.  



Titian. Meeting of Bacchus and Ariadne, 1522-1523, oil on canvas 



 

Bacchus and Ariadne is not a product 

of Titian’s fabled old age but was 

painted when he was in his forties as 

one of a series of canvases  for the 

studiolo of Alfonso d’Este in the 

castle of Ferrara.  Alfonso wished to 

recreate an ancient picture gallery, 

as described in a late-antique Greek 

text. 

 

Here Ariadne, having helped Theseus 

vanquish the Minotaur, is seen 

abandoned by him on the island of 

Naxos.  His ship sails away on the 

left. Meanwhile, the god Bacchus is 

shown leaping from his chariot to 

rescue Ariadne, attended by drunken 

maenads clashing cymbals and satyrs 

brandishing sticks and the 

hindquarter of a goat torn apart for 

their feast.  



Here Ariadne stands to one side of her 

"canvas" where an artist might stand in a 

studio scene. To strengthen the association 

Titian signed the vase at her feet. Therefore, 

just as the art historian Rona Goffen argued 

that all Titian's women are in some sense a 

"self-portrait", so is Ariadne in this painting. 

 

The raised hand of Ariadne, it therefore 

seems, is placed against a pane of glass, 

touching and thus painting the mirror of 

reality in Titian's mind. 

 

Ariadne’s mixed emotions of terror and 

transfixed fascination are subtly indicated by 

her expression and also by her pose, which 

conveys simultaneously her ineffectual 

attempts to flee. 



Titian. Sacred and Profane Love, c. 1514, oil on canvas 

 

Titian’s Sacred and Profane Love of around 1514 has a pastoral flavor enhanced by an 

atmospheric sky that is reminiscent of the Pastoral Symphony.  It is most likely an 

allegory, and later interpretations assert that the two women represent two types of 

Venus and, therefore, the two types of love frequently discussed in humanist Neoplatonic 

circles.  The nude is identified as divine love, and the woman in sumptuous silks and 

satins, wearing gloves and holding flowers, is thought to represent earthly love.  Her 

association with fertility is suggested by the rabbits in the distance behind her as well as 

by the abundance of flowers and foliage. 



The patron, Niccolo Aurelio, vice-chancellor of Venice, commissioned the picture to 

celebrate his marriage.  As such, its fertility motifs allude to his wish for heirs.  In 

addition, the formal resemblance of the fountain/sarcophagus (with a relief derived from 

antiquity) to a cassone, or dowry chest, combines contemporary custom with the Classical 

revival. 

 

Niccolo Aurelio’s coat of arms is displayed on the sarcophagus, and that of his bride, Laura 

Bagarotto, is shown on the inside of the silver bowl. The couple was married in 1514. 



Titian. Venus of Urbino, 1538, oil on canvas 



Titian’s so-called Venus of Urbino was finished in 1538 for Guidobaldo II della Rovere.  

In this, the earliest of his series of recumbent Venuses, Titian returned with such 

fidelity to the pose of Giorgione’s Venus that one suspects that the patron requested it.  

But now the sleeper has awakened and looks at us with a calculating stare. 

Contemporary documents do not identify her as Venus.  If she is Venus, however, then 

Titian has gone to considerable pains to demythologize her, to represent her as a 

prince’s lover who basks in the warmth of her own flesh, while her lady-in-waiting and 

maidservant find a garment splendid enough to clothe her.  



Scholars in recent years have attempted to “rescue” Titian’s reclining nude from the 

domain of pornography by reading it as an allegory or as a marriage picture 

designed to bring luck to the new couple.  However, contemporary letters indicate 

clearly that it was enjoyed by its male owners as a lascivious and arousing image of 

female beauty. 

 

An Italian “lady of quality” was unlikely to have herself portrayed in the nude, for 

this would have been irreconcilable with her role in society: she was expected to 

bear children, hold house, put her husband’s honor above all else and stand by his 

side on public occasions.  Though the human body was increasingly exalted during 

the Renaissance, the exhibition of a woman’s body unclothed to eyes other than 

those of her husband would have provoked ugly scenes indeed, had the terrible facts 

been revealed in public by a painting. 



Paintings of nude reclining women became especially popular in sophisticated court 

circles, where male patrons could enjoy and appreciate the “Venuses” under the 

cloak of respectable Classical mythology. Here, we seem to see a beautiful Venetian 

courtesan, with deliberately provocative gestures. But for its original audience, art 

historian Rona Goffen has argued, the painting was more about marriage than 

mythology or seductiveness. The multiple matrimonial references in this work 

include the pair of cassoni where servants are removing or storing the woman’s 

clothing in the background, the bridal symbolism of the myrtle and roses she holds 

in her hand, and even the spaniel snoozing at her feet- a traditional symbol of 

fidelity and domesticity, especially when sleeping so peacefully.  



Some have suggested, given its overtly erotic content, that the painting was intended as 

an instructive "model" for Giulia Varano, the Duke's extremely young bride.  The 

depiction of a servant looking in a cassone (or wedding chest) and the myrtle in the 

window (a symbol of marriage) support this view.  



Titian. Madonna of the Pesaro 

Family, 1519-1526, oil on canvas 

 

Titian’s early life is obscure. He 

supposedly began apprenticeship as 

a mosaicist, then studied painting 

under Gentile and Giovanni Bellini, 

perhaps working later with 

Giorgione.  

 

In 1519, Jacopo Pesaro, commander 

of the papal fleet that had defeated 

the Turks in 1502, commissioned 

Titian to commemorate the victory in 

a votive altarpiece for a side-aisle 

chapel in the Franciscan church of 

Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari in 

Venice.  

 

Titian worked on the painting for 

seven years and changed the concept 

three times before he finally came up 

with a revolutionary composition.  



He created an asymmetrical setting 

of huge columns on high bases 

soaring right out of the frame.  Into 

this architectural setting, he placed 

the Virgin and Child on a high 

throne at one side and arranged 

saints and the Pesaro family below 

on a diagonal axis, crossing at the 

central figure of St. Peter (a 

reminder of Jacopo’s role as head of 

the papal forces in 1502).  

 

The red of Francesco Pesaro’s 

brocade garment and of the banner 

diagonally across sets up a contrast 

of primary colors against St. Peter’s 

blue tunic and yellow mantle and the 

red and blue draperies of the Virgin. 

St. Maurice (behind the kneeling 

Jacopo at the left) holds the banner 

with the papal arms, and a cowering 

Turkish captive reminds the viewer 

of the Christian victory.  



The arresting image of the youth 

who turns to meet our gaze at lower 

right guarantees our engagement, 

and light floods in from above, 

illuminating not only this and other 

faces, but also the great columns, 

where putti in the clouds carry a 

cross.  

 

Titian was famous for his mastery of 

light and color even in his own day, 

but this altarpiece demonstrates that 

he also could draw and model as 

solidly as any Florentine. The 

perfectly balanced composition, built 

on color, and on diagonals instead of 

a vertical and horizontal grid, looks 

forward to the art of the seventeenth 

century.  



Titian. Rape of Europa, 1559-62, oil on canvas 

 

By the time Titian painted the Rape of Europa, he had reached complete mastery of 

his individualized handling of paint. The bold rhythm of his heavily loaded 

brushstrokes could evoke effects of the most sumptuous or the most iridescent color.  



This was the last picture of a mythological series that Titian painted for the king of 

Spain, Philip II. The narrative is that of Jupiter transforming himself into a bull in 

order to abduct Europa. It is an image of the ecstasy, as well as the mystery and 

fear, involved in the sexual act. Europa’s abandoned attitude reveals both her 

instinctual resistance and her irresistible urge to physical surrender.  



Tintoretto. Susanna and the Elders, c. 1555-6, oil on canvas 



In the middle and late 

Cinquecento, Tintoretto and 

Veronese disputed the leadership 

of the Venetian School with Titian.  

The older and more dramatic of 

these younger artists is Jacopo 

Robusti (1518-94), called 

Tintoretto after his father’s trade 

as a dyer. Tintoretto was the eldest 

of 21 children. 

Right: Tintoretto. Self-Portrait 

Below: Tintoretto. Origin of the Milky Way 



The story upon which this painting is based is thought to have occurred in Babylon, 

where one of the “most honored” of Jews was Joakim, who was very rich and had a fine 

garden. He was married to Susanna, a very beautiful woman who liked to bathe in the 

garden on hot days.  

 

According to the Greek version of the Book of Daniel, two Jewish elders who had been 

appointed judges would often come to the wealthy Joakim’s house to discuss lawsuits. 

On seeing Susanna, they were overwhelmed with passion and decided to wait for an 

opportune moment when they might find her alone and force her consent. If she refused 

them, they would let it be known that they had found her with a lover.  They made their 

advances and established their conditions, whereupon Susanna cried out, “I am 

completely trapped.”  



Her decision was clear. “I choose not to do it; I will fall into your hands, rather than sin in 

the sight of the Lord,” she said.  

 

Justas she was being led off to execution, God stirred up the spirit of a young lad named 

Daniel. He subjected the elders to separate examination.  Asked under which tree they 

had seen the lovers intimate, the first elder replied “under a mastic tree” and the second  

“under an evergreen oak.”  This was enough to prove they had given false evidence, and 

the elders were put to death. 



Rather than moral instruction, Tintoretto offers aesthetically ingratiating eroticism, 

together with the thrill of the illicit. Interest in Susanna as a female nude grew with 

the rediscovery by Renaissance artists and philosophers of the human body.  In their 

search for appropriate themes and models, artists were drawn to the myths of pagan 

antiquity, especially to the figure of Venus, as well as to ecclesiastical and Biblical 

models.  Countless versions were painted of St. Sebastian, whose body, pierced by 

arrows, was young, male and beautiful.  Again and again, artists returned to Adam 

and Eve, as well as to Susanna bathing. 



The shapeless red toga and powerful skull on the ground are reminiscent of a gigantic 

snake.  The red cloak itself was seen as a symbol of power by Tintoretto’s 

contemporaries.  Only members of the patrician class were entitled to wear such robes 

during the 16th century, and only patricians attained high state office. By the 

appearance of the two old men lays them open to ridicule, too. The behavior of the one, 

crawling around on the ground, suggests a toddler rather than the dignity that comes 

with age, while the man in the background seems too preoccupied with his own feet 

and the danger of stumbling to remember the object of his desire.  They would appear 

to have very little chance against the large, radiant body of the woman. 



The identity of the model remains 

unclear.  It is maintained that 

women were forbidden to sit for 

artists, and that life painting was 

restricted to the portrayal of the 

male body.  But this can only have 

applied to the academies, for in his 

account-books, Tintoretto’s Venetian 

contemporary Lorenzo Lotto records: 

to draw a nude, 3 libri, 10 soldi.  For 

a mere showing, 12 soldi. Lotto noted 

that his sitters were “courtesans or 

common women without shameful 

scruples.” 

 

Susanna should be the 

personification of persecuted 

innocence but Jacopo’s painting 

contains certain revealing details.  

First there is the mirror leaning 

against the hedge, a very popular 

export item in the Venetian luxury 

trade, a classic symbol of lust- and 

also an attribute of prostitutes.  



In front of the mirror, Tintoretto 

places a still life of items suggesting 

vanity: lace-edged underclothes, a 

velvet gown magnificently 

embroidered with jewels, a comb, 

hairpins, gold rings, and a pearl 

necklace.  

 

Books of beauty hints were 

bestsellers.  In 1562 the Senate 

made it compulsory to declare 

ownership of pearls, as a measure to 

counter excessive public display. In 

1543 prostitutes had been forbidden 

to wear pearls.  

 

Both painter and patron may have 

thought of Susanna, who obviously 

likes jewelry, as a courtesan, for the 

Murano glass ointment jar in the 

foreground of the picture suggests 

not only the transience of the human 

body but also the sinner Mary 

Magdalene in the New Testament. 



Correggio. Assumption of the 

Virgin in the dome of Parma 

Cathedral, 1526-1530, fresco 

 

Sixteenth-century writers 

assert that Correggio (1494-

1534) never went to Rome, but 

the evidence suggests that this 

is not the case.  Regardless of 

how Correggio knew what was 

going on in Rome, he 

transformed the Roman 

heritage into his own personal 

style, becoming in a few years 

a leading painter of northern 

Italy.  Vasari praised him, 

saying that he was “the first in 

Lombardy to begin things in 

the modern manner.” 



In Correggio’s dome of the Parma 

Cathedral, we are dealing with rapture 

in the strict etymological sense of the 

word.   

 

The central figure is rapt- torn loose 

from earthly moorings- and carried 

upward as the spectator is intended to 

be, vicariously at least.   

 

No wonder, therefore, that some of the 

artists’ most alluring compositions deal 

with classical abduction scenes.  



 

Parma’s leading citizens had commissioned the 

fresco in 1522, shortly after the papacy 

liberated the city from the French king’s 

occupying forces. Crowning Parma’s most 

important sacred space, the fresco not only 

illustrates the Virgin Mary’s joyful reunion 

with her son, it also visualizes key Catholic 

doctrines, celebrates the city’s return to the 

Papal States (lands ruled by the Pope), and 

symbolizes the final union of the faithful with 

the divine at the end of time.  

 

Correggio’s unusual and seemingly indecorous 

portrayal of Christ in extreme foreshortening, 

with his youthful legs exposed, draws 

attention to Christ’s physicality, and thus both 

to his Incarnation through the Virgin Mary 

and his bodily presence in the Eucharist. 

Painted during the first decade of the 

Protestant Reformation, Correggio's fresco 

visually reaffirmed Catholic doctrines that had 

come under attack, in particular the doctrines 

of Transubstantiation, of Mary’s status as 

intercessor, and of the Church’s role in human 

redemption.   



 

Correggio's Assumption would 

eventually serve as a catalyst and 

inspiration for the dramatically-

illusionistic, di sotto in su ceiling 

paintings of the 17th-century 

Baroque period. In Correggio's work, 

and in the work of his Baroque heirs, 

the entire architectural surface is 

treated as a single pictorial unit of 

vast proportions and opened up via 

painting, so that the dome of the 

church is equated with the vault of 

heaven. The illusionistic manner in 

which the figures seem to protrude 

into the spectators' space was, at the 

time, an audacious and astounding 

use of foreshortening, though the 

technique later became common 

among Baroque artists who 

specialized in illusionistic vault 

decoration. 

 

Lower left: Andrea Pozzo, Triumph of 

Sant' Ignazio of Loyola, 1691-94, Chiesa di 

Sant' Ignazio, Rome 



Left: Correggio. 

Jupiter and Io, c. 

1530, oil on canvas 

 

Right: Correggio. The 

Abduction of 

Ganymede, 1532, oil 

on canvas 

 

Aside from his 

religious output, 

Correggio conceived a 

now-famous set of 

paintings depicting 

the Loves of Jupiter 

as described in Ovid's 

Metamorphoses. The 

voluptuous series was 

commissioned by 

Federico II Gonzaga 

of Mantua, probably 

to decorate his private 

Ovid Room in the 

Palazzo Te. 



Jacopo da Pontormo. Descent from the 

Cross, 1525-1528, oil on wood 

 

Jacopo da Pontormo (1494-1557) was a 

highly regarded religious painter and a 

favorite of the Medici ruling family. His 

Deposition, painted in a style known as 

Mannerism, has assimilated the crisp 

edges, muscular figures, and sculptural 

draperies of Michelangelo.  But unlike 

the figures on the Sistine ceiling, the 

setting is contradictory.   

 

Aside from a cloud, there is no reference 

to landscape, and the figures appear to 

occupy an architectural floor.  They are 

arranged ambiguously, and it is not 

possible to account for their positions of 

space.  The icy colors- mainly pinks and 

blues- are unusual, and the poses are 

not always consistent.  



The figures are confined to a stage that 

is so claustrophobic as to cause acute 

discomfort in the viewer.  The 

implausibility of the image, however, 

makes it convincing in spiritual terms.  

 

Indeed, this visionary quality is 

essential to its meaning, which is 

conveyed by formal means alone.  We 

have entered a world of innermost 

contemplation in which every pictorial 

element responds to a purely subjective 

impulse.  

 

Everything is subordinate to the play of 

graceful rhythms created by the tightly 

interlocking forms. There is no tomb, 

there are no crosses.  Stranger yet, no 

clear demarcation separates earth and 

sky, and the only identifiable object in 

the background is a floating cloud.  



Pontormo’s ambiguous composition in 

the Deposition enhances the visionary 

quality of the altarpiece. Shadowy 

ground and cloudy sky give no sense of a 

specific location, and little sense of 

grounding for the figures. Some press 

forward into the viewer’s space, while 

others seem to levitate or stand 

precariously on tiptoe. 

 

Pontormo chose a moment just after 

Jesus’ removal from the cross, when the 

youths who have lowered him pause to 

regain their hold on the corpse, which 

recalls Michelangelo’s Vatican Pieta. 



Above: Parmigianino. Self-Portrait in a Convex 

Mirror, 1524, oil on wood 

Left: Corregio. Assumption of the Virgin, Dome of 

Parma Cathedral, 1526-1530 

 

When Parmigianino (Francesco Mazzola, 1503-

1540) arrived in Rome from his native Parma in 

1524, the strongest influence on his work had been 

Correggio, who had completed major works in 

Parma before the younger artist’s departure.  

While in Rome, Parmigianino met Mannerists 

Rosso Fiorentino and Giulio Romano, and he also 

studied Raphael and Michelangelo. After the Sack 

of Rome, he moved back to Parma. 



Parmigianino. Madonna and Christ with 

Angels, c. 1535, oil on panel 

 

In the Madonna of the Long Neck, begun 

in 1534, the proportions can no longer be 

considered Classical. The limbs, elongated 

and ivory-smooth, move with effortless 

languor, embodying an ideal of beauty as 

remote from nature as any Byzantine 

figure.  

 

The pose of the Christ Child balanced 

precariously on the Madonna’s lap echoes 

that of a Pieta, indicating that he is fully 

aware of his death to redeem Original Sin.  

 

Although it is also found in Byzantine 

icons, this unusual device is 

Parmigianino’s own invention and helps 

to explain the setting, which is not as 

arbitrary as it may seem.  



The gigantic column is a symbol often 

associated with the Madonna as the 

gateway to heaven and eternal life, as 

well as the Immaculate Conception. It 

may also refer to the flagellation of Jesus 

during the Passion, thus reminding us of 

his sacrifice, which the tiny figure of a 

prophet foretells on his scroll.  

 

Visually, it serves to disrupt our 

perception of space, which is strangely 

distorted. Parmigianino seems 

determined to prevent us from judging 

anything in this picture by the standards 

of ordinary experience.  Here we 

approach the “artificial” style for which 

the term Mannerism was coined. 



The elongation of figures may be explained by the prevailing fascination among artists 

and patrons for a notion of supreme grace or grazia.  Both Mary’s hand and the 

inclination of her head have a studied elegance which is not dissimilar to the 

formalized and idiosyncratic beauty of classical ballet positions.  

 

Parmigianino experimented with the distortion of form when he painted his own self-

portrait from a convex mirror before moving to Rome.  During the sack of that city in 

1527, German mercenaries broke into his studio only to be so stunned by his work that 

they left it unharmed.  By 1530 he was back in Parma where he became steadily more 

morose, developing an obsession with alchemy and spirituality.  



Bronzino. Venus, Cupid, Folly, 

and Time (The Exposure of 

Luxury), c. 1546, oil on wood  

 

Agnolo di Cosimo, called 

Bronzino, worked at the court 

of Florence’s first absolute 

ruler, Duke Cosimo de’Medici.  

The well-loved pupil and 

assistant of Pontormo, 

Bronzino became famous 

mainly as the official 

portraitist of the duke and 

duchess, their many children 

and members of the court.  



Like the world of high fashion, 

the court of a despotic ruler 

prizes artifice above nature.  

Style assumes a 

disproportionate importance 

because it masks the brutal 

realities of power and 

dependence.  Spontaneity is 

stifled and protocol governs 

daily behavior.  

 

Intellectual enquiry is devalued, 

but a veneer of learning is the 

hallmark of the elite.  Bored 

courtiers must learn to pass the 

time in solemn frivolity. Hence 

this work, probably created at 

the Tuscan court for 

presentation to the King of 

France (Francis I), was designed 

as a puzzle, and incorporates 

symbols and devices from the 

worlds of mythology and 

emblematic imagery. 



The goddess of love and beauty, 

identified by the golden apple given to 

her by Paris and by her doves, has 

drawn Cupid’s arrow.  At her feet, 

masks, perhaps the symbols of sensual 

nymph and satyr, seem to gaze up at 

the lovers.   

 

Foolish Pleasure, the laughing child 

with an anklet of bells, throws rose 

petals at them, heedless of the thorn 

piercing his right foot.  Behind him 

Deceit, fair of face but foul of body, 

proffers a sweet honeycomb in one 

hand, concealing the sting in her 

serpent’s tail with other.   

 

On the other side of the lovers is a 

dark figure, formerly called Jealousy 

(or Envy) but recently plausibly 

identified as the personification of 

syphilis, a disease probably introduced 

to Europe from the New World and 

reaching epidemic proportions by 

1500. 



The symbolic meaning of the central 

scene is thus revealed to be unchaste 

love, presided over by Pleasure and 

abetted by Deceit, and its painful 

consequences.  Oblivion, the figure on 

the upper left who is shown without the 

physical capacity for remembering, 

attempts to draw a veil over all, but is 

prevented by Father Time- possibly 

alluding to the delayed effects of 

syphilis. 

 

So far the moral of this allegorical 

grouping seems quite clear- incestuous 

or irresponsible love might well be 

pleasurable but is something only 

foolishly entered into. 



Bronzino. Portrait of a Young Man, 

c. 1530s, oil on wood 

 

The sitter for this supremely elegant 

portrait by Bronzino has not been 

identified, but in all likelihood he 

was a Florentine aristocrat, as 

indicated by the pietra serena, the 

greenish-grey local stone of that city, 

and the grotesque Mannerist forms 

of the table and chair typical of 

Florence for that period.   

 

Equally Mannerist is the pose and 

countenance of the figure.  One of 

the central tenets of that style was a 

quality known as sprezzatura, 

roughly translated as ease, grace, or 

stylishness for its own sake. 



The arrogant confidence with which 

Bronzino’s subject stands, hand on 

hip, his sinuous fingers slotted into 

his book or splayed decoratively 

against his side, embodies the noble 

confidence central to court style of 

the mid-sixteenth century. 

 

The values and aesthetic of that 

society are memorably recorded in 

Baldassare Castiglione’s Book of the 

Courtier where sprezzatura is 

advised and celebrated. Bronzino 

himself matches the assurance of 

the young man with his seamlessly 

perfect handling of the composition, 

paint and details of the sitter’s 

costume. 



Raphael. Baldassare Castiglione, 

1514-1515, oil on canvas 

 

Raphael and Castiglione were 

close friends by 1504, when 

Castiglione made his second visit 

to Urbino, as Raphael was 

gaining recognition as an artist 

in the humanist circle of the 

city's ducal court. 

 

Castiglione is seen as vulnerable, 

possessing a humane sensitivity 

characteristic of Raphael's later 

portraits. The soft contours of his 

clothing and rounded beard 

express the subtlety of the 

subject's personality. The 

picture's elegance of execution is 

consistent with the attitude of 

the subject. 



This subject is a proud youth- a man of 

books and intellectual society, rather 

than a lowly laborer or a merchant.  His 

cool demeanor seems carefully affected, 

a calculated attitude of nonchalance 

toward the observing world.   

 

This staid and reserved formality is a 

standard component of the Mannerist’s 

portraits.  It asserts the rank and 

station but not the personality of the 

subject.  In this portrait, the haughty 

poise, the graceful long-fingered hands, 

the book, the furniture’s carved faces, 

and the severe architecture all suggest 

the traits and environment of the 

highbred, disdainful patrician.   

 

The somber Spanish black of the young 

man’s doublet and cap and the room’s 

slightly acid olive green walls make for a 

deeply restrained color scheme. 



Above: Bronzino. Lodovico 

Capponi, 1550-55, oil on 

panel 

Left: Bronzino. Ugolino 

Martelli, c. 1537-9, oil on 

panel 



Benvenuto Cellini.  

Perseus, 1545-54, bronze 

 

Benvenuto Cellini (1500-1571) worked 

for Francis I of France and then for 

Cosimo I. Besides his works in gold and 

silver, Cellini executed large-scale 

sculptural works such as Perseus with 

the Head of Medusa, a work (first 

suggested by Duke Cosimo de Medici) 

now in the Loggia dei Lanzi  at 

Florence, his attempt to surpass 

Michelangelo’s David and Donatello’s 

Judith and Holofernes.  

 

The casting of this work caused Cellini 

much trouble and anxiety, but it was 

hailed as a masterpiece as soon as it 

was completed. The original relief from 

the foot of the pedestal—Perseus and 

Andromeda—is in the Bargello, and 

replaced by a cast. 



Cellini’s Perseus also has political 

meaning, just like the vast majority of 

the statuary in the piazza. Indeed, it 

represents the new Grand Duke’s 

desire to break away from experiences 

of the earlier republic and send a 

message to the people, which are 

represented by Medusa.  

 

Serpents emerge from Medusa’s body, 

representing the people’s many past 

conflicts that had only worked to 

threatened and obstruct true 

democracy. Cellini reproduced, in the 

posterior side of the helmet of Perseus 

his bearded self-portrait and on the 

figure's shoulder-belt, he signed the 

work with his name.   



Benvenuto Cellini. Saltcellar of Francis I, c. 1543, gold and enamel 



Benvenuto Cellini (1500-

1571) worked for Francis I of 

France and then for Cosimo 

I.  While at the French court, 

he made the famous gold and 

enamel saltcellar, a 

quintessential Mannerist 

object.   

 

The two main figures are a 

bearded Neptune seated by a 

ship and an earth goddess 

next to an Ionic temple.   

 

The ship contained the salt, 

linking the work to Francis’ 

dominion over the sea, and 

the temple the pepper, the 

earth goddess alluding to the 

king’s territories.  



Both figures occupy unstable 

poses, leaning so far back 

that in reality they would 

topple over. They are also 

engaged in personal erotic 

play as Neptune points his 

trident toward the goddess 

while she seductively tweaks 

her breast.  

 

Encircling the saltcellar 

below are personifications of 

winds and times of day.  

Their poses are derived from 

Michelangelo’ s Medici 

Chapel sculptures. 



INNOVATION and EXPERIMENTATION: 
VENETIAN RENAISSANCE and MANNERISM 

(Titian and Pontormo) 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on Titian’s Venus of Urbino, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in 

which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed.  



STUDENT 

PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your 

research on Pontormo’s 

Entombment, devise a 

question to present to 

and answer for the 

class. Create a five-

point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response 

might be formally 

assessed.  



In what ways does this work by Paolo Veronese exemplify Venetian painting? 



The work on the left is a representation of the Biblical figure David. It was created a 

symbol of the city-state of Florence. The work on the right is The Triumph of Venice by 

Paolo Veronese. Which of the figures represents the republic of Venice? How do the two 

representations of city-states allude to the differences between Florence and Venice? 


