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Greetings. We’re all art lovers, so I thought we might celebrate Valentine’s Day with 
a depiction of love in art. 

Bronzino’s “Allegory with Venus and Cupid” seemed the ideal choice: the goddess 
of love with her son in an embrace would appear to encapsulate all that we have 
been urged to believe as an illustration of love and tenderness. 

However, this painting has a more sinister message to convey. It isn’t for easy 
viewing by those of a pious or sensitive disposition! 

The work was created around 1545 by Florentine mannerist artist Agnolo Bronzino, 
(real name Agnolo di Cosimo) but usually known as Bronzino because of his 
relatively dark skin and reddish hair; and commissioned by Cosimo 1 De’ Medici, 
Grand Duke of Tuscany, to be presented as a diplomatic gift to King Francis 1 of 
France. 

Bronzino was essentially a portrait painter (he had painted several portraits of the 
Medici family), and the finest work here is visible in the attention given to the faces, 
whilst the overall subject matter is expertly designed for the appreciation of King 

Francis, a connoisseur of erotic art and a consummate voluptuary.  

Venus, in her nakedness and perfect 
skin, is holding the golden apple given to 
her in the judgement of Paris as a 
reward for her unsurpassed beauty. 

She resembles a marble statue, a 
precious object, desirable because she 
is unavailable, but her cheeks are 
flushed with anticipation. She playfully 
runs her fingers over the shaft of one of 
Cupid’s arrows whilst he fondles his 
mother’s breast with inappropriate 
sensuality: her tongue appears to be at 
the point of flickering into his mouth. 

To this imagery of incest, Bronzino adds 
a hint of sodomy: punishable by death in 
sixteenth century Italy where its 
practitioners were many, by indicating a 
suitable placed barrel of Cupid’s quiver 
between his buttocks. 

This observation may be reinforced on 
examination of the chapel ceiling that Bronzino painted for Cosimo’s wife Eleonora, 

which shows an interesting relationship between a courgette and a kneeling Cupid. 



“Allegory of Cupid and Venus” has a twofold subject matter. It depicts the pleasures 
of love and also its miseries. 

On the right is the playful child “Jest” who showers the incestuous pair with rose 
petals. His face shows no sign of the pain caused by the large thorn sticking in his 
foot. He is totally absorbed by this scene of sexual transgression, and unconcerned 
by this particular pursuit of passion. The lack of sensation in his foot could be the 
result of spinal cord damage associated with syphilis. 

The character behind appears to be a pretty young girl offering the lovers a 
honeycomb - the symbol of temptation. On closer inspection she has the body of a 
monster, with clawed feet and tail of a reptile. Her left hand is grafted onto her right 
arm, while in her right hand, attached to her left arm, she guards from view the sting. 

She is symbolic of “Deceit” both evil and sweetness in one body. 

The masks at the bottom of the painting also allude to the neurological 
consequences of syphilis. Optic nerve damage and dementia are portrayed by the 

lack of eyes and no brain. 

These are echoed in the masked figure in the top left hand of the picture, regarded 
as “Oblivion”, also no eyes and no brain, unable to see or remember the licentious 
scene, seeking to throw a blue veil over the whole spectacle in order that it may be 
hidden from view. 

However, “Father Time” at the top of the painting, who reveals all (“time will tell”), 
prevents her from doing so, and brings the scandalous sexual encounter to light for 
all to see. 

Below “Oblivion” is the tortured figure of “Jealousy”, who in many ways, sums up the 
narrative of the painting, and embodies the painful consequences suffered by those 
who embark on ill advised love affairs. The representation is of a man in the final 
sufferings of a syphilitic. His dark complexion suggests rupia, (ulcerated skin 
associated with syphilis). He is clutching his head due to the terrible pains which are 
another symptom of the disease: several teeth are missing, consistent with 
poisoning by mercury: the unfortunate side effect of the accepted treatment at the 
time. The eyes are reddened, the joints of his hands are swollen, and a fingernail is 

absent: all classic syphilitic traits. 

This “new” plague of Europe gained notoriety, and Bronzino’s patron, Duke Cosimo, 

passed laws to curtail its spread.  

The first serious outbreak had occurred amongst French troops, following which, in 
Italy, it became known as the “French disease”. 

This was ultimately connected to the actions of Venus, and from which is derived 
“venereal disease”. 

Bronzino had a personal axe to grind: his mother had died of syphilis due to his 
father’s philandering, and his fellow artist, Benvenuto Cellini, was a self-confessed 
sufferer. 

This was an ideal opportunity to secretly publicize his dislike of the King of France, 
who presided over the source of such misery. 



The painting provides an insight into the erotic tastes favoured by the Italian and 
French courts of the sixteenth century, and in particular the famously lascivious King 

Francis, to whom the picture was graciously given, with an imperceptibly subtle dig. 

This is a triumph of symbolic storytelling, prompting a public health message as 

relevant today as it was nearly 500 years ago. 

Bronzino’s masterpiece was acquired from a private collection and is now in the 
National Gallery, London. 

The Renaissance art historian, Vasari, described it as “a picture of singular beauty”, 
which it is, at first glance! 

 

Committee Members 
January 23rd marked the anniversary of the 2020 committee, and several posts were 
due for re-election. 
We are, at present, prevented from holding an Annual General Meeting due to the 
current covid restrictions, during which such issues would be resolved. 
However, thankfully, the four officers and two committee members currently holding 
their positions have been good enough to continue in a “caretaking” capacity until 
formal arrangements can be made. 
 
Swan Studio 
Following a recent conversation with our landlord, I have agreed to resume payment 
of rent from February 1st 2021. In theory, this means that we may once again use 
the premises, but in practice lockdown restrictions preclude this for now. 
In recognition of his more than generous help with the rent during this difficult time, I 
proposed to the committee that we invite him to a private viewing at our next church 
exhibition, and allow him to select a painting of his choice, the price of which will be 
met by the Society. 
This doesn’t give carte blanche for everyone to knock up a picture of STA 
Upholstery at Swan Yard and price it at £500! 
The proposal was accepted by a majority, and I thank them for their support. 
 
Life Drawing 
This on-line event is gathering more interest, including from Germany! Sessions are 
fortnightly via Zoom; opening up on Wednesday evenings at 6.45 to commence at 7 
and end at 9. 
Currently, sittings are booked February 3rd 7th and March 3rd. 
Further information can be obtained by contacting Paul Straker on 07852932137 or 
Margaret Harrod on 07773956313 
 
Workshop 
The first workshop of the year is booked at Clarborough Village hall (subject to 
confirmation by the Hall management, and covid restrictions) on March 20th, when 
Graham Laughton will provide us with watercolour skills. 
Members £25     non members   £30 
Further information can be obtained from Sheila Robertson on 01909 476287 
 



Jane brown has asked me to thank all those who attended David’s funeral last 
October, and also to apologise to anyone who was not able to enter the church due 
to the restrictions on numbers. 
Some of our numbers have taken the opportunity and received the “jab”. I would like 
to extend our thanks to them, and the rest of us teenagers will have to be patient! 
 
Keep safe 
 
Mick 

 


