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Venus(Greek Aphroditeippeas regularly inthe Renaissanckterary andvisualarts.

As the goddess of female beauty, fertility and sexuality, patrons and artists found her
image invaluable not only as a fashionable mythological referaditatingtheir

humanist interests in classical antiquibyt also as aexcuse to introduce tabooed

female nudity into thai highly Christianisedulture?

Her sexually charged appearanbewever, 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 hanid she

goddessdeeply rooted in wesrn cilization,who empowers the femald

This ambiguous identitis what has made Venas alluring over the years, and a

subject particuldy suited to theNeodatonis agendafollowed by the Medici in

Renaissance Florenc&andro Botticel(c.14451510)incorporated her intadhree of

his most famousnasterpieces) SIAAYYAYy I gAGK (GKS at NAYF GSNI €
2 F + S\14846),and @iMinatinginthé& + Sy dza ' yR al NEX¢ y2¢ LI N
permanent collection at th&lational GalleryLondon(PI. 1) An essential feature of

Neoplatonist teaching was iteading oftextson a number of different levels,

embracing both the pagan and Christian belief systéniss the famed art historian,



Ernst Gombrich (1962001), once proclaimed & ¢ 2 the(Fiiréntihe bleoplatonists]
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 tbepfuresé °

Thedate ofi KS & + Sy dza untegbided a SciiBardy dales, all based on
iconographic arguments and/or stylistic proximity to dated works, vary between 1475
and 1486 The exacsubject of the paintindpas always been uncertaititere are no
contemporary accounts of the painting, nor have modern scholars ever been able to
entirely agree on who or what is represente@ihe modern titlea nineteenthcentury
fabrication, does not accurately reflect hddwtticelli and higatrons inended the

image to be readlt would have been essential to Botticelli and his Neoplatoni
patrons to avoichn overcentralised iconic image that might encouragsva-
dimensional reading. The very act of making it difficult to identify indivichataters,
encouraged the muksemantic readings so beloved of the Neoplatonists, and
propagated biblical, mythological, drmontemporary meanings within the single

literary or visual text.

Likewise, Bcauseprovenancds unknown, there arproblems involvd in

rediscovering th& dzy Ol A2y 2F (GKS axSydza FyR al N&REZ |y
significance bthe image within its original spatial context. Howevke internal

physical properties of thpaintingoffer valuable clues. It is painted in egg tempamna

oil on poplar measuring 69.2 x 173.4 cm. The highly unusual format, schimatia

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



cassone & ¢ S RORKASYZdt) @s most scholarshagrees aspallierad o gparel f

LX I OSR I & K ahteReStNLNKLSN) i kedsodnable to accept the

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

However, he 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, anca backdrop oflark laurelsN2 1 KAy 3 O02YSa 06Si6SSy G(KS
and the image, a device used for similarly erotic purposes by later Rococo painters: in

this respect Botticelli is using 'progressive’ formal ided&t the 'unnaturalistic' lack of

developed chiaroscuro and severe outlines of the figures, apart froraginog the

figures into a dark or lamfit 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 theglefbd

taut military cloak oMars. 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 itacycl

arrangement is fashionablyt f Q6 AKX O KS | yOASY(d FlLaKA2Yy£0®

¢tKS G¢2 FAIdzNBa 2F 0+SydzaQ FyR dal NEQ | NB i
contemporary attributegPl. 1) Thus in the distance, viewed across the flat fields of

the plan of the River Arno, is the city of Florence. Though deliberately indistinct
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foothills of the mountains on the northern side of the riveiThe setting would

therefore appear to be several miles to the south of Floreride total lack dflowers

in the painting, nght indicate the season éutumn/Winter. Thiswould appear to be

meaningtlzi 06 SOl dzaS . 20 0A0SttA AyOfdzZRSa Tt 26SNA
YR GKS . ANIGK 2F +Sydza¢é Fa aA3AYyAFASNE 2F 0o
CKSNBEF2NBEZ GKSANI F6aSyoOS YAIKG AYLiE & GKIFG =

most impor&nt signifier in this scene.

¢KS af SSLIAY3I TAIANBE Q&Fain dicdlisedilassichl Sta@@ S)LIA Oi SR
The beardlesgouthis remarkably similar to Bottides images of the adult Christhe

dead Christ ilLamentation over th®ead Chrisfc.149092) now in Munich could be
fromthesamemodel® . 2 1K 6al NBEQ | yR / KNRAad SEKAOAG @K
of idealised ancient statues of youthful gods and victorious athletes; indeed their pale

flesh suggests the white marble oftaue statues rediscovered ilé Renaissancea

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

worlds. The physiognoyof his heads less idealised than the body: he has a

frown-line on his forehead; and his higbréhead, long nose and round despt eyes

I NE Of2alsS (2 GKS FSIGdz2NBa 2F . 247, ro@St € AQa L

in Washington, D.€.

THS T A 3dzNBA 82 i sl u@ia@her BotlyOdrekssand hairstyid. 2).

She has nonef the usual attributes of the goddess: there @a@nskatyrs but no



erotes'? She sports an expensive contemporary nightgevith gilded borders. Its
GKAGSYSaa Aa arAayAaATFAOryd oSOL dzaiftiomofi LINE OA RS
Simonetta Vespucci (c.1488n T c 0 | & | y-8k¥ind& Wnblén{iske8 whited T I A NJ
and white is her garment, though ornamented with roses, flowers, and grass; the
NAY It Sia 2F KSNI 32f RSy KI A KIThSsénéey R 2y | F2
FE2NIf RSO2NIGA2Yy Ay . 200A0SttAQa NBYRSNAY T
throughout the painting, argued above as a signifier of AutWinter. Although

modestly ankldength, 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

thhas G23SHKSNJI 6A0K KSNJ LKeaAazayz2yes o6SFNE |
(supposed) portraits of Simonetta Vespucci (c.14536)** Simonetta has famous

SY20A2y Lt GAS& (2 -vDiAtdgf OAS ye22 dRySES N SORMBOIAK SON n2pTo
Magmh T ARDR2CG va SRMOPHO BN ARBSY G A TA Rkougho 20S a (KS
Simonetta was married, Giuliano had become her chivalric (or Platonic!) lover, and it

was Simonettawhorhe¥ 2 dzZ3 K4 F2NJ Ay GKS Cf2NBYyldAyS 22 dz
G+ Sy dza | gpfesemtd QiliBako amddSimonetta was persuasively argued by

Wilhem von Bode in 1928. Since then scholahip has tended teeject this

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

married,couples. However, thersilarity of thefigures to Giuliano and Simonetta

Ydza i KI @S NBYIFAYSR a0NAR({AYy3 (2 .200A0SttAQa

I d2AR NBIFRAY3a (KS a

I+

8ydza FyR al NEé a4 0SAyd

representation of the famous lovers.



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

FYR {AY2YySiGl o ¢tKS FEt2N}¥ FYR Fldzyl Ay . 2010
regulrly used as a significafmtme for his imagesHere the framing devicesnsist of

a backdrop ofwo evergreen plarg,laurel (aurus nobilisandmyrtle (myrtilis

communi3(Pls.1&2)¢ KS f I dzNBf 6+ & NBIdz I NI & SYLX 28SR
verbal and visual signifier of his famgljtalianlaurobeing a partial horophone of

Lorenza'® Therefore the plant is a fitting framing device for his son Giulidte

myrtle was associated with Venus.

The conch shell blown by onétbe satyrsattempting to awaken Mars with its blast, is

associated with Venus, as wedl aith female genitaliPl. 3)’ Ly at NA Yl GSNI ¢ +§
depicted standing on a scallop shell: the Greek weiscan be translated as both

scallop shell and female genitalfaThe combinatia of the phallic lance anshell is a

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

significantly turned against Mars to enhanc@ Y dza Q& R2TVia gendgt 1S

NEOSNREFT O2yF2N¥a A0GK GKS gNAGAYy3IE 2F . 20440
the Medici family tubr Marcilio Ficinq14331499) arguedi K G &d+ Sy dza R2 YA Y| {
wal NAB8X. dzi al NBA yEFSNI R2YAYylI (S48 +Sydzéo

CKS gl aLlla Ay GKS (2L NAIKG O2NY¥YySNI 2F GKS LI
significant use of fauna (B). The Italian for waspsvsspeand it has beemvidely

argued that their presencis actually a clevaebus(coat of arms) whicindicates,

through wordplay, Simonetta/espucct’



The acient writer Lucian describealpainting by the Greek artist Aétiéh.This literary

ekphrass depicted the marriage of Alexander and Roxana in whiokesd & OdzLJA R&a ¢ = U K
winged offspring of Venus) played with the grganeral's armora parody of

GreceRomanpaintings of Mars and Venu3he visual metaphor implieitie

quastdivinity of theHellenistic Royal couple, a metaphor which Alexamiepagated

by assuming himself to be the son of Zeus.

Byrecreating®&i A 2y Q& LI AYydAy3 FyR NBLXIFOAy3 't SElY
the contemporary Florentine elite, Botticelli has created atialered image which

references both classical mytlegy, Hellenistic history arfils own world. Théonine

KFANI 2F dal NARé | yR -tddddodyp aedrferemslaf AexadderYy I & G A OF
GKS DNBIG Fa ¢Sttt Fa 27F vanoRChristhidseH(seD A dzf A | y 2
above)(Pl. 3) Thus the suleixtual metaphor suggesthat contemporarySimonetta

+S3LJdz00A | yR Dequakvith b6t myEhSlagicah\@mud abd Mars and

alsohistorical Queen Roxana and King Alexaisimultaneousithe image
RSO2yaiNyzOGa AGasStFT Ay @MayMagdéldkypeli Ay GSEGZ
02y G SYLX I (i Cfid depased Mdinméthe Er@dS This Christian referent

would relate the pagan significance of the adulterous, lustful i@tship between

Venus and MarsVenus was married to Vulcaas Simonetta was married to another

man- with the potentialrelationship between the prostitute and the Christ.

Botticelli substituteghe standarderoteswith wingless but equally childlike classical

Pans/Sgyrs. Once again,ite exact identification of treemythologicafigures was



deliberately ambiguousBotticelihad R2 LJG SR CAOAYy2Qa ARSlFa Ay Of
by means of the replacement of tiegotes6 A A AY A F&@ Ay 3 GRADGAY Sk KdzYl y
pars/a G@NE O6AAIYAFEeAYyd GaoSaidAalt t20Se¢0d ¢ K dz

demonstrate the spiritually damaging effects of I¢fst.

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

surface imageSchaérship has hithertalisregarded 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/Giuliandy substitutingeroteswith satyrs Botticellmust

have intended somenajor alteration in the meaning of the original Greek painfing.

Unlikeerotes satyrs are not associates of Venlist would more likelyhave suggested

biblical devils within the Christian contextf . 2 G G A OSf £t A Q4 02y G SYLR NI
employedy G KS | NIA&GQAa 2 slyferno® ThersafpsientyplayiB T2 NJ 5 |
a&ldzA 0 2y alNAR A& | Oldzatfte aArAyAraidSN® Fa {
YR al NBEZXZ LINE Y LI bfithd imags. (if the yicainétihosiidiEs RA y 3
signify the presence of Satan, thefeNJ YSR A Yl 3S Aa / KNR&aGAIlIYyAaS
99S IyYyR dalNBQ 06S02YSa ! RIFYo® ¢KS aLISOoGlr G2N
al N& ¢l a FRdAZ GSNRPdza® 9@SQa 3T S 06S02YSa (K
fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, she haftered it to Adam whdasthereuponfallen

into sinful dreamings. The clothing of both figures now becoangign of their Fall and

DdzA £ G @ 90504 RNILISNE:I 2y 20KSNJ fS@gSta | aa
recently discovered sexuality: the fingers of her left hand are stroking drapery folds

arranged in the form of a vulv@!. 2)*’



TheLJt I OSYSy &G 2F ! RFYQa RNJILISNE aA3IdyATASaA KAa
orthodox paintings represented by a fig ledfhe fig leaf is not employed here because

that would nail the image too firmly into a ortémensional Biblical ceext, and would

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

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

late medieval and early renaissance iconography. Instead he places a curious fruit
0SYySIGK GKS fSTiG KFEyYyR 2F GKS aldeéNI KARAYy3 A
identification of this fruit hagludedscholars: it has either been ignored, or erroneously

interpreted as various types of frifit. 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 thawof the datura stramoniunplant, most commonly known as

60 Kz2NYy | imfe flant istbeliéver tophaveéreached western Europe via India

and Arabia in the early fifteenth centuf§.One of its effects is to induce the patient to

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

the drug can also cause the desire to remove clotftngll of these symptoms appear

Ay (GKS NBOdzYoSyid &a¢g22yAy3a LkasS 2F dal NEE D

One of thedatura® NHzA G Q& 2 G KSNJ O2apvi2§/¢ ¥ I I'YVSR M &R SIHAE
Y2YSYyOf F GdzZNE 06S02YSa KAIKEe aAIYyATFAOLYy(d Ay
the fruit is being held by one of the satyrs/devils. The natural gnatvsto about 5 cm.

in diameter®® However, its apparently large size is correct becauisenigld by the

diminutive satyr. By placing the fruit close to the picture plane, where it &epted to

0 KS @ yaBeio® tN&baly character looking @itthe painting Botticelli



emphasises its significance within the visual narrative: it ies®than the fruit of the

Tree of Knowledge. The mischievous smile of the saigkes 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 asergeNS YA Y RAY 3 GKS GASHSNI 27
Lldzy AAKYSyd 2F {lLdGlFly F2NJ 0SYLWGAy3 90S gA0GK 0
GKe o0Stfe akKlfi (K2dz 322 | YR *Rdebiblicah KI f i (K2
account never actually naméise fruit.*® Itsidentification as an apple is an apocryphal

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

D2 2 R | ylighurBg@eistiehtiae boni et maliE  graBmNGF v YSIYy 020K 8S¢
I YR 6% Editf o€ than applewere sometimes selected by artists: in the

OSAfAY3a 2F (GKS {AalAYyS [/ KFILStE aAOKStlyasSt 2
GASeAYy3a . 20GA0SttAQa axSydza YR al NaRéE Yl & A

the medieval generic tradition of Adaamd Eve.

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

thorn apple (PI. 4)lt is analoe, whichis significant in this context, because of its

juxtaposition with thedaturafruit. The two plants present yenhather binary

2L aAlA2Y GAUGKAY GKS LIAYOGAYy3AY 6LIRAa2y2dzaQ
There is also an interesting similarity between the two plaratisie, likedatura, has

a2YSGiAYSa 0SSy dza SR 6 (% Th8yedibial hdpertizsdE dzZ f SEOA

020K LI IFyda SYLKIFarasS 020K GKS SNRGAO FyR

In his multisemantic presentation dfenus and Mar®Botticelli involves the spectator

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



earthly lust and spiritual lovefrom the mythological adulterous love affair of Venus

and Mars, through the historical dynastic marriagjdRoxana and Alexander, to the

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

RSQ aSRAOAZ FyR (KS [/ Kdbjkthelsdclifige oM@ BeovedJi A 2y 2 F
WS & dza © . 200A0STt t Abiblical Fempfdtidn of Eve &rdl Nda2,F Y S| YA Y

perhaps the greatest tragic love story of them all.



Pl. 1

Sandro BotticelligvVenus and Mags(c.1483) © The National Gallery, Londpn

Pl. 2

58GFAf 27T (CtThedationdl Gallens yoddanp



Pl. 3

5SGFAf 2 F© The Natiomaf Gadesy | LokEOR)



Pl. 4

Detail of Pl. 1:SatyrA Y 8 A RS (1 KS (cdzhe\Natirial Galléry, boado A Q Q



