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Venus (Greek Aphrodite) appears regularly in the Renaissance literary and visual arts.1  

As the goddess of female beauty, fertility and sexuality, patrons and artists found her 

image invaluable not only as a fashionable mythological referent, indicating their 

humanist interests in classical antiquity, but also as an excuse to introduce tabooed 

female nudity into their highly Christianised culture.2 

 

Her sexually charged appearance, however, is somewhat paradoxical: on the one hand 

she is represented as the marginalised object of the male gaze in a culture which 

privileges the male as both producer and consumer of art; on the other hand she is a 

goddess, deeply rooted in western civilization, who empowers the female.3   

 

This ambiguous identity is what has made Venus so alluring over the years, and a 

subject particularly suited to the Neoplatonist agenda followed by the Medici in 

Renaissance Florence.  Sandro Botticelli (c.1445-1510) incorporated her into three of 

his most famous masterpieces, ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ άtǊƛƳŀǾŜǊŀέ όŎΦ мпунύ ŀƴŘ ά¢ƘŜ .ƛǊǘƘ 

ƻŦ ±Ŝƴǳǎέ όŎΦ 1484-6), and culminating in the ά±Ŝƴǳǎ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎΣέ ƴƻǿ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

permanent collection at the National Gallery, London (Pl. 1).  An essential feature of 

Neoplatonist teaching was its reading of texts on a number of different levels, 

embracing both the pagan and Christian belief systems. 4  As the famed art historian, 



Ernst Gombrich (1909-2001), once proclaimedΥ ά¢ƻ ǘƘŜƳ ώthe Florentine Neoplatonists] 

the myths were not only a mine of edifying metaphors. They were in fact yet another 

form of revelation. . . . The pagan lore properly understood could only point towards 

the same truth which God had made manifest through the Scriptures.έ 5   

 

The date of ǘƘŜ ά±Ŝƴǳǎ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎέ ƛǎ unrecorded.  Scholarly dates, all based on 

iconographic arguments and/or stylistic proximity to dated works, vary between 1475 

and 1486.6  The exact subject of the painting has always been uncertain: there are no 

contemporary accounts of the painting, nor have modern scholars ever been able to 

entirely agree on who or what is represented.  The modern title, a nineteenth-century 

fabrication, does not accurately reflect how Botticelli and his patrons intended the 

image to be read.  It would have been essential to Botticelli and his Neoplatonist 

patrons to avoid an over-centralised iconic image that might encourage a two-

dimensional reading. The very act of making it difficult to identify individual characters, 

encouraged the multi-semantic readings so beloved of the Neoplatonists, and 

propagated biblical, mythological, and contemporary meanings within the single 

literary or visual text.   

 

Likewise, because provenance is unknown, there are problems involved in 

rediscovering the ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ά±Ŝƴǳǎ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ǊŜǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

significance of the image within its original spatial context.  However, the internal 

physical properties of the painting offer valuable clues.  It is painted in egg tempera and 

oil on poplar, measuring 69.2 x 173.4 cm.  The highly unusual format, scale and media 

of the painting suggests two possible functions: it was either the front panel of a 



cassone όάǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ-ŎƘŜǎǘέ); or, as most scholarship agrees, a spalliera όάǿŀƭƭ-panel 

ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊ ƘŜƛƎƘǘέύΦ 7   Whatever its function, it is reasonable to accept the 

marriage chamber as a likely context, and this is broadly accepted by scholarship.  

However, the composition and syntax suggest that the painting would have been 

particularly effective as the headboard of a bed.  The figures are close to the picture 

plane and would therefore have appeared to be lying on the actual bed, there being no 

foreground, and a backdrop of dark laurels.  NƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ƎŀȊŜ 

and the image, a device used for similarly erotic purposes by later Rococo painters: in 

this respect Botticelli is using 'progressive' formal ideas.8  Yet the 'unnaturalistic' lack of 

developed chiaroscuro and severe outlines of the figures, apart from projecting the 

figures into a dark or lamp-lit bedroom, paradoxically offers a physically remote and 

idealised effect with which both wife and husband could empathise.  

 

The painting exhibits a classicising tripartite composition, which relates to Platonic 

aesthetics of proportion.  It is divided into three sections both horizontally and 

vertically.  The horizontal sections are divided by the jousting lance and the left leg and 

taut military cloak of Mars.  The vertical sections are formed by the backdrop of foliage 

and its central aperture. The symmetrical balance of the two reclining figures is also a 

signifier of classicism.  Everything about the composition and its syntactical 

arrangement is fashionably ŀƭƭΩŀƴǘƛŎŀ όάƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴέύΦ 

 

¢ƘŜ ǘǿƻ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ȫ±ŜƴǳǎΩ ŀƴŘ ȫaŀǊǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǎŜǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ 

contemporary attributes (Pl. 1).  Thus in the distance, viewed across the flat fields of 

the plain of the River Arno, is the city of Florence.  Though deliberately indistinct 



ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ όǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǇƛƻƴŜŜǊƛƴƎύ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀŜǊƛŀƭ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ōŜƘƛƴŘ 

ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ǘƻǿŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ .ǊǳƴŜƭƭŜǎŎƘƛΩǎ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ŘƻƳŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ 

foothills of the mountains on the northern side of the river.9  The setting would 

therefore appear to be several miles to the south of Florence.  The total lack of flowers 

in the painting, might indicate the season of Autumn/Winter.  This would appear to be 

meaningfǳƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŦƭƻǿŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƻǊŜŘ ŦǊǳƛǘ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ άtǊƛƳŀǾŜǊŀέ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ά.ƛǊǘƘ ƻŦ ±Ŝƴǳǎέ ŀǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŜǊǎ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ {ǇǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŎǳƴŘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ±ŜƴǳǎΦ  

¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ±ŜƴǳǎΩ ƳǳƴŘŀƴŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ 

most important signifier in this scene.   

 

¢ƘŜ ǎƭŜŜǇƛƴƎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ȫaŀǊǎΩ ƛǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ ŀƭƭΩŀƴǘƛŎŀ, as an idealised classical statue (Pl. 3).  

The beardless youth is remarkably similar to Botticelli's images of the adult Christ:  the 

dead Christ in Lamentation over the Dead Christ (c.1490-92) now in Munich could be 

from the same model.10  .ƻǘƘ ȫaŀǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƴŜŘ ƎȅƳƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǇƘȅǎƛǉǳŜ 

of idealised ancient statues of youthful gods and victorious athletes; indeed their pale 

flesh suggests the white marble of antique statues rediscovered in the Renaissance - a 

visual parallel of the humanist theological tendency to link the pagan and Christian 

worlds.  The physiognomy of his head is less idealised than the body: he has a 

frown-line on his forehead; and his high forehead, long nose and round deep-set eyes 

ŀǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ƻŦ Dƛǳƭƛŀƴƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ όŎΦ мптс-77), now 

in Washington, D.C.11   

 

ThŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ȫ±ŜƴǳǎΩ ƛǎ ƭŜǎǎ ȫŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭΩ in terms of her body, dress and hairstyle (Pl. 2).  

She has none of the usual attributes of the goddess: there are pans/satyrs but no 



erotes.12  She sports an expensive contemporary nightgown with gilded borders.  Its 

ǿƘƛǘŜƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ƳƛǊǊƻǊ ƻŦ tƻƭƛȊƛŀƴƻΩǎ ŘŜǎŎription of 

Simonetta Vespucci (c.1453-мптсύ ŀǎ ŀ ƴȅƳǇƘΥ ά{ƘŜ ƛǎ ŦŀƛǊ-skinned, unblemished white, 

and white is her garment, though ornamented with roses, flowers, and grass; the 

ǊƛƴƎƭŜǘǎ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƎƻƭŘŜƴ ƘŀƛǊ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘ ƻƴ ŀ ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘ ƘǳƳōƭȅ ǇǊƻǳŘέΦ13  The absence of 

ŦƭƻǊŀƭ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ ǊŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƴŎƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŦƭƻǿŜǊǎ 

throughout the painting, argued above as a signifier of Autumn/Winter.  Although 

modestly ankle-length, the robe is somewhat translucent, its thin material displaying 

her bodily contours and its borders modelled to emphasise the bust.  Her left hand 

parts the material just above the knee to reveal a diaphanous tunic.  Her elaborate 

coiffure is in a style fashionable amongst wealthy Quattrocento Florentine women, and 

thƛǎΣ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ǇƘȅǎƛƻƎƴƻƳȅΣ ōŜŀǊǎ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

(supposed) portraits of Simonetta Vespucci (c.1453-1476).14  Simonetta has famous 

ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ Dƛǳƭƛŀƴƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ όмпро-мптуύΣ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ όάƛƭ 

MagnƛŦƛŎƻέύ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ όмппф-мпфнύΣ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ȫaŀǊǎΩΦ  Although 

Simonetta was married, Giuliano had become her chivalric (or Platonic!) lover, and it 

was Simonetta whom he ŦƻǳƎƘǘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ Ƨƻǳǎǘ ƻŦ мптрΦ  ¢Ƙŀǘ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ 

ά±Ŝƴǳǎ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎέ Ǌepresents Giuliano and Simonetta was persuasively argued by 

Wilhem von Bode in 1926.15  Since then scholarship has tended to reject this 

interpretation in favour of more allegorical Neoplatonic figures, or alternative, but 

married, couples.  However, the similarity of the figures to Giuliano and Simonetta 

Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǇŜǊǾŜǊǎŜ ǘƻ 

ŀǾƻƛŘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ά±Ŝƴǳǎ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎέ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΣ ŀǎ ŀ 

representation of the famous lovers. 



  

There are two further visual signs which appear to connect the painting with Giuliano 

ŀƴŘ {ƛƳƻƴŜǘǘŀΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŦƭƻǊŀ ŀƴŘ Ŧŀǳƴŀ ƛƴ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ƻǘƛƻǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ 

regularly used as a significant frame for his images.  Here the framing devices consist of 

a backdrop of two evergreen plants, laurel (laurus nobilis) and myrtle (myrtilis 

communis) (Pls. 1 & 2).  ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǳǊŜƭ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ōȅ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀǎ ŀ 

verbal and visual signifier of his family ς Italian lauro being a partial homophone of 

Lorenzo.16  Therefore the plant is a fitting framing device for his son Giuliano.  The 

myrtle was associated with Venus.     

 

The conch shell blown by one of the satyrs, attempting to awaken Mars with its blast, is 

associated with Venus, as well as with female genitalia (Pl. 3).17  Lƴ άtǊƛƳŀǾŜǊŀέ ±Ŝƴǳǎ ƛǎ 

depicted standing on a scallop shell: the Greek word kteis can be translated as both 

scallop shell and female genitalia.18  The combination of the phallic lance and shell is a 

blatant metaphor of the sexual aspects inherent in the painting, and both objects are 

significantly turned against Mars to enhance VŜƴǳǎΩǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴŎŜ.19  This gender role 

ǊŜǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ bŜƻǇƭŀǘƻƴƛŎ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛŜǎΦ  ¢Ƙǳǎ 

the Medici family tutor Marcilio Ficino (1433-1499) argued ǘƘŀǘ ά±Ŝƴǳǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜǎ ƘƛƳ 

ώaŀǊǎϐΧ.ǳǘ aŀǊǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜǎ ±ŜƴǳǎέΦ20   

 

¢ƘŜ ǿŀǎǇǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŎƻǊƴŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ 

significant use of fauna (Pl. 3).  The Italian for wasps is vespe and it has been widely 

argued that their presence is actually a clever rebus (coat of arms) which indicates, 

through word-play, Simonetta Vespucci.21   



 

The ancient writer Lucian described a painting by the Greek artist Aëtion.22  This literary 

ekphrasis depicted the marriage of Alexander and Roxana in which erotes όάŎǳǇƛŘǎέΣ ǘƘŜ 

winged offspring of Venus) played with the great general's armor, a parody of 

Greco-Roman paintings of Mars and Venus.  The visual metaphor implied the 

quasi-divinity of the Hellenistic Royal couple, a metaphor which Alexander propagated 

by assuming himself to be the son of Zeus.   

 

By recreating AëǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ wƻȄŀƴŀ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ 

the contemporary Florentine elite, Botticelli has created a multi-layered image which 

references both classical mythology, Hellenistic history and his own world.  The leonine 

ƘŀƛǊ ƻŦ άaŀǊǎέ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ȅƻǳǘƘŦǳƭΣ ƎȅƳƴŀǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ-toned body are referents of Alexander 

ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ Dƛǳƭƛŀƴƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ Ŝven of Christ himself (see 

above) (Pl. 3).  Thus the subtextual metaphor suggests that contemporary Simonetta 

±ŜǎǇǳŎŎƛ ŀƴŘ Dƛǳƭƛŀƴƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ equate with both mythological Venus and Mars and 

also historical Queen Roxana and King Alexander; simultaneously the image 

ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ǘŜȄǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ά±Ŝƴǳǎέ ŀǎ a Mary Magdelen type 

ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƭŀǘƛƴƎ άaŀǊǎέ ŀǎ Christ deposed from the cross.23  This Christian referent 

would relate the pagan significance of the adulterous, lustful relationship between 

Venus and Mars - Venus was married to Vulcan, as Simonetta was married to another 

man - with the potential relationship between the prostitute and the Christ. 

 

Botticelli substitutes the standard erotes with wingless but equally childlike classical 

Pans/Satyrs.  Once again, the exact identification of these mythological figures was 



deliberately ambiguous.  Botticelli has ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ CƛŎƛƴƻΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ά±Ŝƴǳǎ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎέ 

by means of the replacement of the erotes όǎƛƎƴƛŦȅƛƴƎ άŘƛǾƛƴŜκƘǳƳŀƴ ƭƻǾŜέύ ǿƛǘƘ ōŜǎǘƛŀƭ 

pans/ǎŀǘȅǊǎ όǎƛƎƴƛŦȅƛƴƎ άōŜǎǘƛŀƭ ƭƻǾŜέύΦ  ¢Ƙǳǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎΩǎ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ƛǎ ǘƻ 

demonstrate the spiritually damaging effects of lust.24      

 

There is at least one more possible famous pair of lovers to be discovered beneath the 

surface image.  Scholarship has hitherto disregarded or misinterpreted the full 

significance of the satyrs and the fruit held in the left hand of the satyr hiding in the 

cuirass of Mars/Alexander/Giuliano.   By substituting erotes with satyrs Botticelli must 

have intended some major alteration in the meaning of the original Greek painting.25  

Unlike erotes, satyrs are not associates of Venus, but would more likely have suggested 

biblical devils within the Christian context ƻŦ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

employed iƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ 5ŀƴǘŜΩǎ Inferno.26  Their apparently playful 

ŀǎǎŀǳƭǘ ƻƴ aŀǊǎ ƛǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƴƛǎǘŜǊΦ  !ǎ {ŀǘŀƴƛŎ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭƛǎŜ ά±Ŝƴǳǎ 

ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎέΣ ǇǊƻƳǇǘƛƴƎ ȅŜǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ of the image.  If the metamorphosed erotes 

signify the presence of Satan, the re-ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƛǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴƛǎŜŘΥ ȫ±ŜƴǳǎΩ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ 

9ǾŜ ŀƴŘ ȫaŀǊǎΩ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ !ŘŀƳΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŀǘƻǊ ƛǎ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǾŜ ƻŦ ±Ŝƴǳǎ ŀƴŘ 

aŀǊǎ ǿŀǎ ŀŘǳƭǘŜǊƻǳǎΦ  9ǾŜΩǎ ƎŀȊŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀȊŜ ƻŦ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΥ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŜŀǘŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, she has offered it to Adam who has thereupon fallen 

into sinful dreamings.  The clothing of both figures now becomes a sign of their Fall and 

DǳƛƭǘΦ  9ǾŜΩǎ ŘǊŀǇŜǊȅΣ ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǎǘȅΣ ƴƻǿ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǎƛƎƴƛŦȅ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ 

recently discovered sexuality: the fingers of her left hand are stroking drapery folds 

arranged in the form of a vulva (Pl. 2).27    

 



The ǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ !ŘŀƳΩǎ ŘǊŀǇŜǊȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ƴŜǿƭȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƳƻŘŜǎǘȅΣ ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ 

orthodox paintings represented by a fig leaf.  The fig leaf is not employed here because 

that would nail the image too firmly into a one-dimensional Biblical context, and would 

thus negate the Neoplatonist strategy.  For the same reason, Botticelli resists the 

inclusion of the apple which is so important an attribute of Adam and Eve in standard 

late medieval and early renaissance iconography.  Instead he places a curious fruit 

ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŦǘ ƘŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀǘȅǊ ƘƛŘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ aŀǊǎΩ ŎǳƛǊŀǎǎ όtƭΦ пύΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ 

identification of this fruit has eluded scholars: it has either been ignored, or erroneously 

interpreted as various types of fruit.28  Close observation reveals that the fruit is green 

in color and ovoid in shape, with a crease running from top to bottom, and a prickly 

surface.  The fruit as that of the datura stramonium plant, most commonly known as 

ȫǘƘƻǊƴ ŀǇǇƭŜΩ όtƭΦ рύΦ29  The plant is believed to have reached western Europe via India 

and Arabia in the early fifteenth century.30  One of its effects is to induce the patient to 

intoxication, hallucination, drowsiness (and fitful sleep) and a recumbent posture, and 

the drug can also cause the desire to remove clothing.31  All of these symptoms appear 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎǳƳōŜƴǘ ǎǿƻƻƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ άaŀǊǎέΦ 

 

One of the datura ŦǊǳƛǘΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƛǎ άŘŜǾƛƭΩǎ-apǇƭŜέΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ 

άŀƴƎŜƭΩǎ-ǘǊǳƳǇŜǘέΣ άŘŜǾƛƭΩǎ-ǘǊǳƳǇŜǘέΣ άŘŜǾƛƭΩǎ-ǿŜŜŘέ ŀƴŘ άƘŜǊōŜ-du-ŘƛŀōƭŜέΦ32  This 

ƴƻƳŜƴŎƭŀǘǳǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ ƛƳŀƎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

the fruit is being held by one of the satyrs/devils.  The natural fruit grows to about 5 cm. 

in diameter.33  However, its apparently large size is correct because it is held by the 

diminutive satyr.  By placing the fruit close to the picture plane, where it is presented to 

ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ gaze by the only character looking out of the painting, Botticelli 



emphasises its significance within the visual narrative: it is no less than the fruit of the 

Tree of Knowledge.  The mischievous smile of the satyr, makes it clear that Mars/Adam 

has been drugged with this highly narcotic fruit.  It is also significant that this satyr is on 

his belly, and projects his tongue like a serpent, ǊŜƳƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ 

ǇǳƴƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ŀǘŀƴ ŦƻǊ ǘŜƳǇǘƛƴƎ 9ǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊŜŜ ƻŦ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΥ ȫ ΧǳǇƻƴ 

ǘƘȅ ōŜƭƭȅ ǎƘŀƭǘ ǘƘƻǳ ƎƻΣ ŀƴŘ Řǳǎǘ ǎƘŀƭǘ ǘƘƻǳ Ŝŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǘƘȅ ƭƛŦŜΧΩ34  The biblical 

account never actually names the fruit.35  Its identification as an apple is an apocryphal 

medieval tradition, based on a misreading of the Latin for the Tree of the Knowledge of 

DƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ 9ǾƛƭΣ  άlignumque scientiae boni et maliέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ malum Ŏŀƴ ƳŜŀƴ ōƻǘƘ ȫŜǾƛƭΩ 

ŀƴŘ ȫŀǇǇƭŜΩΦ36  Fruits other than apples were sometimes selected by artists: in the 

ŎŜƛƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƛǎǘƛƴŜ /ƘŀǇŜƭΣ aƛŎƘŜƭŀƴƎŜƭƻΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎΦ  ¢Ƙǳǎ ŀ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ 

ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ ά±Ŝƴǳǎ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǎέ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǎǘ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

the medieval generic tradition of Adam and Eve.  

 

Another significant plant, also ignored by scholarship, appears just to the right of the 

thorn apple (Pl. 4).  It is an aloe, which is significant in this context, because of its 

juxtaposition with the datura fruit.  The two plants present yet another binary 

ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎΥ ȫǇƻƛǎƻƴƻǳǎΩ ŀƴŘ ȫǎŀǘŀƴƛŎΩ ǘƻ ȫƘŜŀƭƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ȫŀǇƻǘǊƻǇŀƛŎΩΦ  

There is also an interesting similarity between the two plants:  aloe, like datura, has 

ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ōŜŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ȫǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŜȄŎƛǘŜƳŜƴǘΩΦ37  The medicinal properties of 

ōƻǘƘ Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜǊƻǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛƻƴŀǊȅ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ƻŦ .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎΦ 

 

In his multi-semantic presentation of Venus and Mars, Botticelli involves the spectator 

in the contemplation of a constantly changing interplay of meanings on the theme of 



earthly lust and spiritual love:  from the mythological adulterous love affair of Venus 

and Mars, through the historical dynastic marriage of Roxana and Alexander, to the 

contemporary tragedy of the Platonic courtly lovers, Simonetta Vespucci and Guiliano 

ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aŀƎŘŜƭŜƴe by the sacrifice of her beloved 

WŜǎǳǎΦ   .ƻǘǘƛŎŜƭƭƛΩǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƭŀȅŜǊ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ biblical Temptation of Eve and Adam, 

perhaps the greatest tragic love story of them all. 

  

  

   
 
 

  



 

Pl. 1 

Sandro Botticelli, άVenus and Marsέ (c.1483) (© The National Gallery, London) 

 

Pl. 2 

5Ŝǘŀƛƭ ƻŦ tƭΦ мΥ ȫ±ŜƴǳǎΩ (© The National Gallery, London) 

 



 

Pl. 3 

5Ŝǘŀƛƭ ƻŦ tƭΦ мΥ ȫaŀǊǎΩ (© The National Gallery, London) 

 



 

Pl. 4 

Detail of Pl. 1: S̀atyr ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƛǊŀǎǎ ƻŦ ȫaŀǊǎΩΩ (© The National Gallery, London) 

 

 


