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Lavinia Fontana: le donne famose

 “Le donne son venute in eccelenza

Di ciascun’ arte or’ hanno posto cura”

Ariosto, Orlando Furioso , Canto XX, Stanza 2


Enkindled by the Italian literary tradition of praising famous women, such as Boccaccio’s Famous Women (De mulieribus claris, 1361) and Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, Lavina Fontana as well honors in painting famous women (donne famose). The aim of this presentation is to examine three types of imagery depicting famous women in Fontana’s art: mythological goddesses (Venus and Minerva), biblical heroines (Judith and Mary Magdalene) and historical personages (Cleopatra and herself).


In Italian Renaissance, the visual tradition of depicting cycles of famous personages focused on famous men (uomini famosi), i.e., figures from ancient history and the Old Testament. Representations of famous men were often manifested in a secular context, portraying them as symbols of military, political or spiritual virtues, e.g., the fresco cycle of Andrea Castagno’s uomini famosi of 1460, formerly in the San Apollonia Convent, and presently in view at the Uffizi. Fontana does not create a cycle but celebrates the importance of female personages in individual panels.

Fontana’s impetus in depicting famous women might have also been a result of knowing that her native city, Bologna, since the medieval times, promoted the cultivation of women as numerous women attended and lectured at the university, such as Betisia Gozzadini.
 The sixteenth-century literary tradition applauded the cultivated woman and noted the implication of the social limitation for her artistic success. Baldassare Castiglione, for example, suggests in The Courtier, that the system of education and patronage during the sixteenth century, particularly in Italy, prevented women from fully developing the full range of themes in art and thereby from achieving recognized excellence.
 Thus, women focused on acceptable “female topics” such as religious paintings and portraits, and in particular, self-portraits. However, Fontana is a pioneer among female painters of this period, since she is concerned to record not only her own accomplishment as painter but also her ability to depict famous women for posterity.

The Renaissance notion of woman depends on the ancient perception and definition of "femina: imperfectior mare (woman: inferior male)," or in vulgate texts equivalent to the words mulier (wife) and femina (woman) in this culture the idea of female inferiority continued its previous long history, although humanism did much to enhance the dignity of man, was long in liberating the "man foeminine" from her subordinate status.
  Among the men, for example, there was a competitive feared of her intellectual education: "nothing must be allowed in the training of her mind that would encourage or enable her to compete on even ground with men,"
 her education, even though restricted, did not consist only of being a skilled and domestic wife but also in fostering the instruction in religious principles women's virtuosity, such as moral beauty, but as well in counseling in aesthetic beauty such as learning to read, in particular, the classics, write, paint, play an instrument, and attend to her physical appearance–thus, creating internally and externally a bella figura (a beautiful form).

In the spirit of the Renaissance, Fontana’s captures symbolic and historical references for the depiction of famous personages. For example, her paintings of famous women do not visually display human resemblances, individualized by physiognomic specifications, but reveal subjective personifications, manifesting the significance of the personage or interpretative allusion about the personage’s historicity (Minerva, Judith or Cleopatra).  This type of approach provides Fontana with an instrument of artistic empowerment because she challenges the Renaissance notion of “femina: imperfectior mare” and legitimizes her merits by celebrating women’s accomplishments as goddesses, heroines, rulers, demonstrating their place in society and history.
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