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Rome, Italy — Gentileschi’s birthplace
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Rome in 1642
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Self Portrait as the Allegory of Painting, 1638–9, Royal Collection


THE HIGHLIGHTS

[image: img10.png]

In this section, a sample of Gentileschi’s most celebrated works is provided, with concise introductions, special ‘detail’ reproductions and additional biographical images.


MADONNA AND CHILD
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Artemisia Gentileschi was born on 8 July 1593 in Rome in her parents’ home on Via Ripetta, near S. Giacomo degli Incurabili. She was the first born child of the artist Orazio Gentileschi, aged thirty, and Prudentia, aged eighteen. Orazio Gentileschi (1563–1639) had begun his career in Rome, painting in a Mannerist style, with much of his work consisting of figures painted in the decorative schemes of other artists. After 1600, he came under the influence of the more naturalistic style of Caravaggio.

Artemisia was baptised on 10 July at S. Lorenzo in Lucina. The Gentileschi family lived in the artists’ quarter between Piazza del Popolo and Piazza di Spagna, in Rome’s Campo Marzio Rione of Rome. Orazio and Prudentia had four sons after Artemisia, two of whom died in childhood. From 1597 to 1600, Artemisia’s family resided in the Piazza Santa Trinità, now known as The Spanish Steps.

Artemisia would have been introduced to painting in her father’s workshop, demonstrating more talent than her brothers, who worked alongside her. She learned drawing, how to mix colours and how to paint. Since her father’s style took inspiration from Caravaggio, her own technique was just as heavily influenced in turn. Her approach to subject matter was different from her father’s as her paintings tended towards naturalism, where Orazio’s were often idealised. From an early age, she gained respect and recognition for her work.

During Artemisia’s childhood and adolescence, Rome was undergoing a dramatic transformation under the influence of Pope Sixtus V, with the creation of large architectural spaces and the building of many new churches. Also, there was a great increase in the number of major art works in palaces and churches, such as Carraci’s frescoes in the Farnese Gallery and Caravaggio’s paintings in S. Luigi dei Francesi and S. Maria del Popolo.

The following painting, Madonna and Child, is unsigned, but some scholars believe it is Gentileschi’s earliest extant painting, which is based on a Madonna completed by her father. However, others still dispute this attribution and have suggested Orazio’s version is in fact Artemisia’s earliest work. The image presents a tender scene of the mother and child; Mary’s eyes are closed in devotion, as she prepares to feed her infant. The sumptuous folds of the garments hint at the young artist’s early promise, as does the intimate portrayal of the relationship between the Christ Child and Mary. The baby fondly reaches up, touching Mary’s right cheek, suggesting the bond between mother and child. The palette employed by Gentileschi offers a range of warm hues, only marginally counterbalanced by the cool blue tone of Mary’s cloak.
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‘The Lute Player’ by Orazio Gentileschi, Artemisia’s father


SUSANNA AND THE ELDERS, 1610
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Gentileschi’s first major work, completed when she was only seventeen years old, was Susanna and the Elders (1610), held today in the Schönborn collection in Pommersfelden. Due to the precocious talent demonstrated in the striking painting, some later commentators have suggested that she was helped by her father. The image reveals how she assimilated the realism of Caravaggio, without being indifferent to the language of the Bologna school, which had Annibale Carracci among its major artists. It depicts the story of Susanna from the Book of Daniel, relating how a fair Hebrew wife named Susanna was falsely accused by lecherous voyeurs. As she bathes in her garden, having sent her attendants away, two elders secretly observe her beautiful body. When she makes her way back to the house, they accost her, threatening to claim that she was meeting a young man in the garden unless she agrees to have sex with them. When Susanna refuses, she is arrested and about to be put to death for promiscuity, when a young man named Daniel interrupts the proceedings, shouting that the elders should be questioned, eventually leading to the triumph of virtue.

Gentileschi’s interpretation of the story reveals a much more sympathetic viewpoint with regards to Susanna than many previous paintings by male artists.  In Gentileschi’s canvas, Susanna cowers beneath the lecherous gaze of the two men, raising her arms and hands in repulsion, her face rendered in pain. Her pallid, pure skin tones contrast against the strong primary colours of the elder’s rich garments. Her left foot, partially submerged in water, hints at her precarious situation — her virginity at risk at any moment of being lost. The cold, unfeeling green stones she sits upon offer no relief, as she is left to the mercy of the men towering above her. The artist encourages us to share Susanna’s plight, allowing us to sympathise with the young woman’s disadvantage in a world dominated by corrupt men. The painting illustrates a theme that would dominate Gentileschi’s art for the rest of her life.
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‘Susanna and the Elders’ by Alessandro Allori, c. 1600 — Allori presents Susanna as a seductive and encouraging figure, completely different to Gentileschi’s portrayal of a vulnerable victim.


JUDITH SLAYING HOLOFERNES, 1613
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In 1611, Gentileschi’s father Orazio was working with the painter Agostino Tassi to decorate the vaults of Casino della Rose inside the Palazzo Pallavicini-Rospigliosi in Rome. Orazio decided to hire Tassi to tutor his daughter privately. During this tutelage, Tassi raped Artemisia. After the initial rape, Artemisia continued to have a sexual relationship with Tassi, with the understanding that they were going to be married and that her dignity would be therefore restored. However, Tassi reneged on his promise to marry Artemisia. Nine months after the rape, when he learnt that Artemisia and Tassi were not going to be married, Orazio pressed charges against Tassi. Orazio also claimed that Tassi stole a painting of Judith from the Gentileschi household. The major issue of this trial was the fact that Tassi had taken Artemisia’s virginity. During the ensuing seven-month trial, it was discovered that Tassi had planned to murder his wife, while committing adultery with his sister-in-law. Artemisia was subjected to a gynaecological examination during the trial and torture using thumbscrews to verify her testimony. By the end of the process, Tassi was given the choice of five years hard labour or exile from Rome. He chose the latter, but he was back in Rome within four months, most likely due to his influence in high places.

Completed by 1613, the following painting, housed in the Museo di Capolodimonte, Naples, reveals a theme that would come to dominate Gentileschi’s art: the portrayal of women in positions of power.  It presents a dramatic and brutally graphic interpretation of the biblical scene, being strongly influenced by Caravaggio’s famous painting from c. 1598, though opting to enliven the drama with realism and powerful female protagonists. The deutero-canonical Book of Judith tells how Judith served her people by seducing Holofernes, the Assyrian general. After intoxicating him with alcohol, Judith decapitates Holofernes with his own sword and smuggles his head back to Bethulia. On seeing her trophy, the townsfolk rout the leaderless Assyrians. The story serves as an allegory of Judith as Judaism in triumph over its pagan enemy.

It is likely Gentileschi painted the scene during or just after the rape trial, which was a painful public humiliation for the young artist and a transcript of the court case still survives. Unlike in Caravaggio’s painting, Judith appears much stronger and more resolved to the difficult task she must complete. Her sleeves are pulled up high, revealing muscular forearms, as she leans in closer, preparing herself for the kill. Her attendant is much younger than in Caravaggio’s canvas and she aids her mistress, her physical presence and strength adding to the powerful position that Judith holds over the dying king. Long trails of blood run down the white bed sheets, adding to the violence of the scene. Holofernes’ eyes appear lifeless, as they are directed upwards, his florid face hinting at the struggle that has now passed.  The women are invincible over the former tyrant. Gentileschi would return to the story of Judith many times throughout her career, the biblical story seemingly haunting her life’s work.
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‘Judith Beheading Holofernes’ by Caravaggio, c. 1598–99


THE PENITENT MAGDALENE
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A month after the trial, Orazio arranged for his daughter to marry Pierantonio Stiattesi, a modest artist from Florence. Soon after they moved to Florence, where Artemisia received a commission for a painting at Casa Buonarroti. She became a successful court painter, enjoying the patronage of the House of Medici and Charles I of England. It has been proposed that during this period she also painted the Madonna col Bambino (The Virgin and Child), currently held in the Palazzo Spada, Rome.

While in Florence in c. 1618, Artemisia and Pierantonio had a daughter, Prudentia, who was also known as Palmira, which has led some scholars to conclude erroneously that Gentileschi had two children, not one. Prudentia was named after Artemisia’s mother, who died when Artemisia was twelve years old. It is noteworthy that her daughter was a painter, trained by her mother, although nothing is known of her work. Though Artemisia’s relationship with her father Orazio had become strained following the trial, it is believed that with the birth of his granddaughter they were reconciled.

During her final years in Florence, Gentileschi produced The Penitent Magdalene, a canvas now held in the Palazzo Pitti, Florence. It portrays an emotional Mary Magdalene, the alleged prostitute that repents her past life and follows Jesus. She wears a gold velvet dress, the sumptuous tone being a prime example of “Artemisia gold” — the unique term used by art historians in reference to the fabrics depicted by Gentileschi on her female subjects.  The artist’s signature is clearly visible on the chair, “Artemisia Lomi”, using her uncle’s surname, which she preferred to her maiden or married names while working in Florence. Magdalene clasps her left breast with her right hand, her face fixed in a devout expression – her uncertainty emphasised by the shadow covering her face. The play of light across the lavish dress, making full use of Caravaggio’s chiaroscuro, allows Gentileschi to explore the intricacies of the fabric and the many possibilities of light movement.
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JAEL AND SISERA
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Housed in Budapest’s Szepmuveszeti Museum, this 1620 painting is another biblical theme concerning a woman in a position of power, acting as a violent aggressor against a previously dominant male. According to the Book of Judges, Sisera commanded nine hundred iron chariots and oppressed the Israelites for twenty years from Harosheth Haggoyim, a fortified cavalry base. After the prophetess Deborah persuaded Barak to face Sisera in battle, they, with an Israelite force of ten thousand, defeated him at the Battle of Mount Tabor on the plain of Esdraelon. Judges 5: 20 explains that “the stars in their courses fought against Sisera”, and the following verse implies that the army was swept away by the river Kishon. After losing the battle, Sisera fled to the settlement of Heber the Kenite in the plain of Zaanaim, where he was received by Jael, Heber’s wife. She brought him into her tent with apparent hospitality and gave him milk. Jael promised to hide Sisera and covered him with a rug; but after he fell asleep, she drove a tent peg through his temple with a mallet, her blow being so forceful that the peg pinned his head to the ground.

This Old Testament scene was painted by Gentileschi towards the end of her eight-year stay in Florence. She has chosen not to set the scene in Jael’s tent, but in a palace interior with a large pillar. The dramatic composition offers only the two main figures, as the pillar bears Gentileschi’s declaration of authorship. The heads of the two protagonists are well preserved, and their physiognomies are far from standard, portraying most likely distinctive portraits. Some art historians believe Sisera’s face has an uncanny resemblance to the face of Caravaggio, who had died ten years previously. Caravaggio himself was often in trouble with the law due to his quick temper. He had killed an officer in a duel in Rome and was later imprisoned for assaulting a Knight of Malta. Some commentators have read that the painting could be Gentileschi’s bold declaration that, though she has been influenced by Caravaggio’s Baroque style, she now deems herself his superior. An alternative reading of the painting would of course return to the rape incident in the artist’s life, arguing that, as with the vanquished male in Judith and Holofernes, here Sisera is none other than Tassi.
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Detail, showing the believed portrait of Caravaggio
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‘David with the Head of Goliath’ by Caravaggio, 1609–1610, Galleria Borghese, Rome — the head of Goliath is believed to be a late self portrait of Caravaggio


JUDITH SLAYING HOLOFERNES, 1620
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Whilst working in Florence, Gentileschi enjoyed enormous success. She was the first woman accepted into the Accademia delle Arti del Disegno (Academy of the Arts of Drawing) and she maintained good relations with the most respected artists of her time, including Cristofano Allori. Moreover, Gentileschi was able to acquire the favours and protection of influential people, beginning with Cosimo II de’ Medici, Grand Duke of Tuscany and especially of the Grand Duchess, Christina of Lorraine. She also enjoyed a good relationship with Galileo Galilei, with whom she corresponded by letter for a long period. She was also highly esteemed by Michelangelo Buonarroti the younger, nephew of the great Michelangelo, who was then busy with the construction of the Casa Buonarroti to celebrate his uncle’s achievements. 

Gentileschi’s second canvas depicting Judith Slaying Holofernes was most likely her last major painting during her Florentine residence, completed in 1620. In terms of structure, the second version, housed now in Florence’s Uffizi, is almost identical to the Neapolitan version of c. 1612-1613. However, the use of blood is much more prevalent in the later canvas, as long hair-like tendrils seem to erupt from Holofernes’ neck, adding more dramatic impact to the scene. The king’s legs are visible this time, frantically locked in his final, vain attempt to wrestle free. In the later canvas, Judith wears a gown of regal gold and she is adorned with more jewellery, suggesting she is more majestic and powerful, further emphasised by the larger sword. The characters have been imbued with more energy and emotion, adding a nervous tension to the image, signalling an important trait of Gentileschi’s mature works.
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SUSANNA AND THE ELDERS, 1622
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In spite of her success at Florence, the financial excesses of Gentileschi’s husband led to mounting problems with creditors and eventually the couple separated. In 1621 she returned to Rome alone, shortly after her father Orazio had departed for Genoa. Some art historians believe that Artemisia followed her father to Genoa, arguing that this time together would explain the similarity of their styles, making it often difficult to determine which of the two artists painted certain works. Most of the evidence, however, supports the notion that Artemisia remained in Rome, trying to find a home and raise her child.

Although Caravaggio had been dead over a decade, the master’s style continued to exert a major influence over many painters at that time. During this period Gentileschi became friends with Cassiano dal Pozzo, a humanist and lover of the arts, whilst the visiting French artist Pierre Dumonstier II produced a black and red chalk drawing of the artist’s right hand in 1625. Despite her artistic reputation, her strong personality and her numerous relationships with patrons and leading artists, Rome was not as lucrative as she had hoped. In time she learnt to temper her style and tone of defiance. She opted to paint less intense works.  In 1622, her second rendering of Susanna and the Elders gives a clear indication of the artist’s changing and softened approach. 

Now housed in The Burghley House Collection, Stamford, the image presents an entirely different Susanna – so much so that some art historians have called into question the attribution of the painting to Gentileschi. The biblical heroine now appears more in keeping with the seductive portrayals of Susanna typically found in paintings by contemporary male artists. Susanna adopts a typical Venus pudica pose, almost seemingly inviting the intention of the old men. X-rays reveal that most of the left side of the canvas has been extensively repainted in a style quite different to Gentileschi. Her signature is unlike any of her usual signatures, suggesting that it was added later by someone else after her original signature had been over-painted. Art historians have indicated that there are traits that would suggest Gentileschi’s authorship: the thick and awkwardly bent knee, Susanna’s muscular shoulder and the back-lighted contours of her arm. 


[image: img53.png]


[image: img54.png]

Detail


[image: img55.jpg]

Detail


[image: img56.png]

Detail


[image: img57.png]

Detail


CLEOPATRA
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Gentileschi would complete at least three different paintings on the subject of Cleopatra — the famous Egyptian queen being an unsurprising choice of subject for the artist, as the historical figure was renowned for her powerful influence over men and her cunning political negotiations. The following painting, now held in the Amedeo Morandorri, Milan, captures the dramatic moment of Cleopatra’s suicide. Preferring death by an asp bite rather than the public display as a vanquished queen, behind the chariot wheels of Octavius, she has allowed the serpent to bite her. She lies back into the reclining seat, as though in a state of ecstasy as the light falls majestically over her peaceful features. The joy of death is rich upon her features; her arms nestle her head in a death pose that is reminiscent of Michelangelo’s famous Dying Slave sculpture, created nearly a hundred years before. The sumptuous purple garment that serves as a backdrop emphasises that this is the death of monarch of ancient and decadent times. The image is charged with an erotic dimension, fuelled by the orgasmic facial features and the seductive enveloping of the right foot within the white bed sheets. 

Much debate still surrounds the authenticity of this attribution to Gentileschi, with some believing that Orazio Gentileschi in fact painted the agonised pose; however, a leading scholar on Baroque art, Mary D. Garrard, attributes the painting to Artemisia due to stylistic similarities between the canvas and her Lucretia and Magdalene – noticeably in the depiction of large legs and knees and the white intricate folds of the sheets.
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‘The Dying Slave’ by Michelangelo, c. 1516, was intended originally to decorate the tomb of Pope Julius II. The famous and influential marble sculpture is now displayed at the Louvre, Paris.


LUCRETIA, 1621

[image: img65.jpg]

Another strong female character, with whom Gentileschi clearly identified with, Lucretia would prove a recurring subject for the artist during her career. A legendary heroine of ancient Rome, Lucretia was the beautiful and virtuous wife of the nobleman Lucius Tarquinius Collatinus. She was raped by Sextus Tarquinius, son of Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, the tyrannical Etruscan king of Rome. After exacting an oath of vengeance against the Tarquins from her father and her husband, she stabbed herself to death. Lucius Junius Brutus then led the enraged populace in a rebellion that drove the Tarquins from Rome. Traditionally dated to 509 BC, the event marks the foundation of the Roman Republic. The story is first found in the work of the earliest Roman historian, Fabius Pictor (late 3rd century BC). Its most famous telling appears in Livy’s history, dating to the late 1st century BC. 

Gentileschi’s first interpretation of the story was completed by 1621, portraying the heroine shortly before the tragic taking of her life.  With her right hand she violently clasps her left breast, gripping the sword ready to pierce her heart and save her family from dishonour. She looks upwards with a pained expression, the bottoms of her eyes and the left side of her face obscured in shade, hinting at the inner turmoil and her struggle for courage to complete the act. Her thick, powerful leg, bent with a dominating knee in the right corner of the canvas, suggests that Lucretia is a powerful force, worthy of fear from her attacker. Once again, Gentileschi has vividly represented a wronged woman refusing to be the pawn of a male aggressor; a heroine that will go to extreme lengths and violent action in order to maintain her dignity.
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‘Tarquin and Lucretia’ by Titian, 1571, The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge


[image: img72.jpg]

Gentileschi’s later 1642 version of the same scene


JOSEPH AND POTIPHAR’S WIFE
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In the later years of her career, the appreciation of Gentileschi’s art was narrowed down to portraits and her ability with biblical heroines. She did not receive any of the lucrative commissions for altarpieces that many of her male rivals secured. 

Completed in 1623 and housed today in the Fogg Art Museum, Cambridge, Massachusetts, the following painting based on the story of Joseph from the Old Testament, once again provides a narrative link to Gentileschi’s own seduction, perhaps suggesting her empathy for Joseph. According to the Book of Genesis, Potiphar was the captain of the palace guard in Egypt and became the owner of the slave Joseph, who had been sold into slavery by his brothers.  Potiphar promotes Joseph to the head of his household, but Potiphar’s wife, who is not named in the Bible or in Christian tradition, is angry with Joseph for resisting her attempts to seduce him and so falsely accuses him of attempted rape. Potiphar casts Joseph into prison, from where he later comes to the notice of Pharaoh through his ability to interpret the dreams of other prisoners. The story became popular in Western art in the Renaissance and Baroque periods, usually showing the moment when Joseph tears himself away from the bed containing a more or less naked figure of Potiphar’s wife. In the following plate we can see that Joseph struggles to break free from the wife, who grips his green cloak, pulling him back towards her. His youthful, childlike face heightens the vulnerability of the victim, as his feet and knees tense up in the struggle to escape. Other Renaissance and Baroque masters had chosen to depict Joseph as older, but Gentileschi secures our sympathy by making him younger. A dark band of sinister shadow cuts down the woman’s face, suggesting her dark and destructive nature. Her firm, unrelenting grasp of the cloak confirms her control of the situation.

The image has only been attributed to Gentileschi by the identification of certain stylistic features. These signs include the tucked and creased bed sheets, as seen in one of the Judith canvases, and the unruly hair style and clothes of Potiphar’s wife. Later opinions have refuted the attribution due to the inferior quality of the dynamic posture and anatomical representation of Joseph. Recently, Paolo Finoglio has been suggested as a likely author.
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‘Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife’ by Ludovico Cigoli, c. 1610 – this interpretation of the scene is more frivolous and less dramatic, demonstrating Gentileschi’s skill in depicting drama and tension.


SELF PORTRAIT AS THE ALLEGORY OF PAINTING
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This self portrait was most likely produced during Gentileschi’s stay in England between 1638 and 1639, when she was invited by the English king to join her father, who had been working in England since 1626. The canvas was in the collection of Charles I and was returned to the Royal Collection at the Restoration in 1660. Today it is on display in the “Cumberland Gallery” in Hampton Court Palace. In the composition, Gentileschi holds a brush in one hand and a palette in the other, identifying herself as the female personification of painting — something her male contemporaries could never do.

On one level the work depicts an allegorical figure of Painting and was described as such in Charles I’s original inventory. Gentileschi follows the standard emblematic handbook of the period, the Iconologia of Cesare Ripa, where Painting is described as “a beautiful woman, with full black hair, dishevelled and twisted in various ways, with arched eyebrows that show imaginative thought, the mouth covered with a cloth tied behind her ears, with a chain of gold at her throat from which hangs a mask, and has written in front ‘imitation’”. Gentileschi leaves out the inscription on the mask and the gagged mouth, traditionally intended to symbolise that Painting is dumb. The painting, however, also serves as a self portrait. As a female artist, Gentileschi can associate herself as the personification of Painting. Therefore, she fuses two established visual traditions within a single image, creating a pioneering artwork for her Royal patron.

Few of Gentileschi’s self portraits survive and the references to them in the artist’s correspondence only hint at what others might have looked like. An engraving after a painted self portrait of Gentileschi by Jerome David, a bronze medal of 1625-8 and the portrait of her by Simon Vouet are the only other visual sources that hint at her likeness. It is clear that her image was very much in demand among seventeenth century collectors, who were attracted by her outstanding artistic abilities and her unusual status as a female artist. The Roman collector and antiquarian Cassiano dal Pozzo was one of her strongest supporters. Writing to him in 1630, she notes: ‘I have painted my portrait with the utmost care’; in a later letter, she promises that she is sending ‘my portrait, which you once requested’. 

She depicts herself wearing a brown apron over a green dress and seems to be leaning on a stone slab used for grinding pigments. The area of brown behind the artist has been interpreted as background or as a blank canvas on which she is about to paint.  The position in which Gentileschi has portrayed herself would have been difficult for her to capture, yet the work is economically painted, with very few visible alterations. In order to view her own image she may have arranged two mirrors on either side of herself, facing each other.  The structural format of the painting echoes other artworks of the time, using diagonal lines to flaunt the female figure and emphasise her movement both toward the canvas and out towards the viewers. The use of foreshortening and other three-dimensional techniques not only demonstrate her maturity as an artist, but also bring the viewers into the painting on physical and emotional levels.

The canvas demonstrates rare feminist themes from a time when women seldom had their own position in the workplace, let alone were able to achieve a good reputation in employment or enjoy fame. Gentileschi’s portrayal of herself as the epitome of the arts was a bold statement, announcing her abilities loudly and assuredly to the English king. She successfully manipulates “Painting” to be empowering and not demeaning to women.
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Charles I of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1600–1649)


THE BIRTH OF ST. JOHN THE BAPTIST
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In 1630 Gentileschi moved to Naples in search of new and more lucrative commissions. Many other artists, including Caravaggio, Annibale Carracci and Simon Vouet had stayed in Naples at some point during their careers. At Fthat time, Jusepe de Ribera, Massimo Stanzione, and Domenichino were working there, and later, Giovanni Lanfranco and many others would flock to the city. Gentileschi remained in Naples for the remainder of her career with the exceptions of a trip to London and a few other journeys. Naples was for Gentileschi a kind of second homeland, as her daughter was married and lived there. On 18 March 1634, the traveller Bullen Reymes records in his diary visiting Artemisia and Palmira (‘who also paints’) with a group of fellow Englishmen. She received letters of appreciation, being in good relations with the viceroy, the Duke of Alcalá, and started relations with many renowned artists, among them Massimo Stanzione, with whom, the eighteenth-century writer Bernardo de’ Dominici reports, she started an artistic collaboration based on a real friendship and artistic similarities.

The 1635 canvas, The Birth of St. John the Baptist, now held in the Museo del Prado, Madrid, presents an unusually domestic and tranquil scene, dominated by female figures, traditionally associated with childbirth. The solitary elderly male resembles a model that Caravaggio used in several of his paintings. The tender golden light helps strengthen the strong bonds of female companionship delineated in the composition. The women appear locked in their shared communication, each paying careful attention to the other woman looking at her. The all-consuming world of the household, discussing the many daily concerns affecting a Neapolitan housewife, are intimately brought to life in the complex group arrangement and exchange of subtle interactions.

This was a difficult time for Gentileschi, when despite the demand for her paintings, she was often short of money and felt compelled to write letters begging for commissions. She would have been very familiar with the day to day cares of running a busy household and making ends meet in an ever demanding modern world.


[image: img88.jpg]


[image: img89.jpg]

Detail


[image: img90.jpg]

Detail


[image: img91.jpg]

Detail


[image: img92.png]

Detail


ADORATION OF THE MAGI
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Painted during her Naples residence, Adoration of the Magi (c. 1636-37) is one of three paintings that Gentileschi completed for the renovation of a cathedral at Pozzuoli, dedicated to Saint Januarius in the amphitheatre of Pozzuoli. Like Velázquez’ version of the subject, completed about sixteen years before, Gentileschi has conjured a solemn and reverent mood, with sombre tonalities and underplayed drama — apposite for a liturgical painting. The male figures seem disproportionally large compared to the dignified Madonna and Child, annexed to the left. The standing Magus bends down awkwardly, directing our attention towards the Christ Child, the true central focus of the image. In their compositions, Gentileschi and Velázquez often favoured large-scale figures in groups, which seem to act slow and gracefully, adopting a more reverential style of art than is found in early Baroque canvases that preferred more violent and dramatic scenes.

Gentileschi represents Mary as calm and mature – a much more dignified subject than the more violent and revengeful heroines of the artist’s earlier canvases. The decorous image of the Virgin helps establish her figure as a more maternal and sacred image. This change in tact is a direct reaction of a changing shift of the art in the mid-seventeenth century, sheering away from the fascination with intense emotional scenes and instead opting for a more philosophical and stately approach, as represented by the mythical idylls of Poussin and his followers.
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‘Adoration of the Magi’ by Diego Velázquez, 1619, Museo del Prado, Madrid


DAVID AND BATHSHEBA
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Orazio Gentileschi died suddenly in 1639, when we know that his daughter had her own commissions to fulfil, though there are no known works assignable with certainty to this period. It is known that Artemisia had already left England by 1642, when the civil war was just starting. Nothing much is known about her subsequent movements. Historians agree that in 1649 she was in Naples again, corresponding with Don Antonio Ruffo of Sicily, who became her mentor during her second Neapolitan period. The last known letter to her mentor is dated 1650 and makes clear that she was still fully active.

Housed in the Museum of Art at Columbus, Ohio, the following image is believed to be the first painting of Gentileschi’s second residence in Naples. According to the Book of Samuel, Bathsheba was the daughter of Eliam and the wife of Uriah the Hittite, and afterward of David, by whom she gave birth to Solomon, who succeeded David as king. David’s seduction of Bathsheba, narrated in 2 Samuel 11, is omitted in the Books of Chronicles. The tale relates how David, while walking on the roof of his palace, saw Bathsheba, who was then the wife of Uriah, having a bath. He immediately desired her and later made her pregnant. In an effort to conceal his sin, and save Bathsheba from punishment for adultery, David summoned Uriah from the army in the hope that he would re-consummate his marriage and state the child was his. Uriah was unwilling to violate the ancient kingdom rule applying to warriors in active service and preferred to remain with the palace troops. After repeated efforts to convince Uriah to have sex with Bathsheba, the king gave the order to his general, Joab, that Uriah should be placed on the front lines of the battle, where it was the most dangerous, and left to the mercy of the enemy. After Uriah was dead, David made the now widowed Bathsheba his wife.

Gentileschi’s David and Bathsheba (c. 1645) portrays a partially draped Bathsheba, shown frontally in three-quarter pose, slightly to the right of centre in the foreground, before a balustrade. A kneeling maid on the left holds a silver basin with water; Bathsheba turns to the right to look at the necklace the other maid is holding out for her. In the distant background to the left, David watches Bathsheba from the balcony of a classical palace, while a maid behind and to the left of Bathsheba prepares to hand her his letter. The right background affords a view of an elegant park, and the painting of this section of the canvas is judged to be the work of Domenico Gargiolo, while the background architecture is the work of Viviano Codazzi. In later years, Gentileschi reserved her talent for the main figural work, letting her collaborators take on the more subsidiary aspects of the composition. Divine light floods in from the left, accentuating the beautiful figure of Bathsheba. The delineated figures are more slender and less bulky than in Gentileschi’s earlier work, with small heads in proportion to body length and more classical restraint of emotions. 

Gentileschi shows us the scene of temptation prior to Bathsheba’s awareness of David’s intentions; her nude body appears vulnerable, as she is spied upon covertly by David in the background. Once again the artist presents a victim of events over which she has no control, encouraging our sympathy for Bathsheba. The strict diagonal line, aligning the three brighter figures illustrates the artist’s faithful emulation of Caravaggio’s practice of placing figures. Several other versions of the Bathsheba theme survive, though they lack Gentileschi’s accomplished finish and so may be workshop paintings completed by assistants, possibly her daughter.
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Another version by Gentileschi, which suffered much decay and was later restored


LOT AND HIS DAUGHTERS

[image: img107.jpg]

Housed in the Toledo Museum of Art, the following canvas concerns the biblical character Lot, who with his wife and daughters had escaped Sodom, but received God’s warning not to turn and gaze on the fire and brimstone that destroyed the doomed city. Lot’s wife disobeyed and was turned into a pillar of salt. Gentileschi depicts an unsettling scene in Lot’s life that happens after the more famous earlier events in Sodom. According to the Book of Genesis, Lot’s daughters are convinced that the world has come to an end and that all humanity has been annihilated with the destruction of Sodom. They therefore decide they must conceive with their father, who they believe to be the only man left on Earth. Together, they collude and get Lot drunk, tricking him into impregnating them.

Gentileschi portrays the scene of seduction with Lot sitting between his two daughters at the entrance to a cave. In the left background, the city burns and in the middle distance Lot’s wife is frozen as a statue, her arms outstretched in horror. Unlike in other depictions of the scene, Gentileschi has not depicted Lot as drunken and so incapable of knowing what is happening and unable to resist the seduction.  The male figure is not represented as a passive victim of the affair, but instead could be interpreted as a willing collaborator.  All three family members have an active role of what is about to happen. 

The daughter to the right is lighted prominently and arrayed in the rich blue often used in a portrayal of the Virgin Mary, blended with the white that symbolises innocence and purity.  She twists round, almost contorted, to look at her father.  One end of the rich blue fabric snakes between her thighs, whilst the other end lies close to her father’s thighs.

The face of the daughter to the left is hidden in shadow, as she holds the wine flask with one hand and tenderly lays a hand on her father’s shoulder with the other. She appears more reluctant than the other two, who both seem unaware of her presence. Lot passes his wine glass to the daughter on the right, as if he is plying her with wine and not the other way around.  Unlike the biblical account, he does not appear drunken or ignorant of the imminent seduction, but instead a conscious and consensual participator of the scene. As with many of her biblical works, commentators have connected this negative depiction of Lot to the artist’s rape and the subsequent trial. Alternatively, we could view the figure of Lot as a naïve and trusting father, completely unaware of the incestful designs of his daughters. 

The painting was attributed to Bernardo Cavallino until Gentileschi expert Mary Garrard pointed out in 1989 that it was much more likely that Gentileschi was the author, due to stylistic features identified in other prominent Gentileschi paintings of biblical women. Cavallino and Gentileschi sometimes collaborated, which may explain the error. 
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‘Lot and his Daughters’ by Giovan Battista Langetti, c. 1655 – a more traditional rendering of the scene, with Lot portrayed as the drunken dupe of his daughters


CORISCA AND THE SATYR
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As Gentileschi grew older, her work became more graceful and ‘feminine’, reflecting in part the general shift in taste and sensibility in later Baroque art. The following late canvas, now held in a private collection in Naples, concerns the story of Corisca as narrated by Battista Guarini (1538-1612), an Italian poet, dramatist and diplomat, in his Il Pastor Fido (The Faithful Shepherd) — a pastoral tragicomedy set in Arcadia, first published in 1590. The story relates how a satyr attempts to seduce the nymph Corisca, who escapes his grasp; the satyr is left holding only the hair of her wig, pulled free from her scalp. In the painting, the satyr holds up the wig with a look of confusion, while the nymph glances back as she makes her escape, holding a hand to the back of her head. Gentileschi is keen to represent woman eluding a lustful male by the means of stripping away surface decoration, fleeing with her honour intact. 

Interestingly, the painting was misattributed to the Neapolitan artist Massimo Stanzione, before Artemisia’s signature was discovered on the right in the early 1990’s. The strong light floods in from the left, allowing the artist to skilfully play with the rich folds and texture of Corisca’s garments and the muscular torso of the satyr, which contrast strongly together. The seated pose of the attacker gives this image of seduction a softer impression and the face of Corisca, which appears almost regretful that she has eluded the attacker’s grasp, lacks the horror or violence of Gentileschi’s earlier female figures.  Attention has seemed to shy away from the intended rape, but instead focuses upon the posture and appearance of the figures in the drama.  The heightened emotion of earlier Baroque art is shifting to the more subtle interaction of characters in the composition.

Gentileschi lived her last years in Naples, continuing to paint on into her late forties. It was previously thought she had died in c. 1652; however, recent evidence has revealed that she was still accepting commissions in 1654, though she was increasingly dependent upon her assistant, Onofrio Palumbo in her last years. Some art historians have speculated that she died in the devastating plague that swept Naples in 1656, virtually wiping out an entire generation of Neapolitan artists. As with many details of Gentileschi’s life, much uncertainty still surrounds the actual time or nature of her death.
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Guarini’s ‘Il pastor fido’, 1590


The Paintings
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Queen’s House, Greenwich, south east London — in 1638 Artemisia joined her father in London at the court of Charles I of England, where Orazio became court painter and received the important commission of decorating a ceiling in the Queen’s House.


THE COMPLETE PAINTINGS
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Gentileschi’s paintings are presented in chronological order, with an alphabetical table of contents following immediately after.
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Madonna and Child

c. 1608

Private collection

Oil on canvas

[image: img123.jpg]


Susanna and the Elders

1610

Schloss Weissenstein - Pommersfelden

Oil on canvas
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Virgin with the Child

c. 1612

Oil on canvas

117 × 87 cm (46.1 × 34.3 in)

Galleria Spada, Rome
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Danaë

1612

Saint Louis Art Museum

Painting
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Judith and her Maidservant

1612

Galleria Palatina - Palazzo Pitti
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Judith Beheading Holofernes

1612

Museo Nazionale di Capodimonte
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The Angel; Allegory of Inclination

1613

Casa Buonarroti - Florence

Oil on canvas
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Mary Magdalene in Ecstasy

1613

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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Self Portrait as a Martyr

1615

Private collection

Oil on panel
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St Catherine of Alexandria

1615

Galleria degli Uffizi

Oil on canvas
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Self Portrait as a Lute Player

1615-1617

Wadsworth Atheneum - Hartford, CT

Oil on canvas
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Jael and Sisera

1620

Szépmüvészeti Múzeum - Budapest

Oil on canvas
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Judith Beheading Holofernes

1620

Galleria degli Uffizi

Oil on canvas
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Mary Magdalen

1613-1620

Galleria Palatina - Palazzo Pitti

Oil on canvas
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Saint Catherine of Alexandria

1614-1620

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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Saint Cecilia

1620

Galleria Spada - Rome

Oil on canvas
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St. Catherine of Alexandria

1620

El Paso Museum of Art
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Lucretia

1620-1621

Galleria Nazionale di Palazzo Spinola

Oil on canvas
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Cleopatra

1621-1622

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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Portrait of a Gonfaloniere

1622

Collezione Comunali d’Arte (Palazzo D’Accursio) - Bologna

Oil on canvas
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Susannah and the Elders

1622

Nottingham City Museums and Galleries

Oil on canvas
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Judith and Maidservant with the Head of Holofernes 

c. 1625

Oil on canvas

184 × 141.6 cm (72.4 × 55.7 in)

Detroit Institute of Arts
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Aurora

1625-1627

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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Allegory of Painting

1620-1630

Musée de Tessé

Oil on canvas
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Cleopatra

1630

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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Venus and Cupid

1625-1630

Virginia Museum of Fine Arts

Oil on canvas
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The Annunciation

1630

Naples Museo di Capodimonte

Oil on canvas
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Penitent Magdalene

1631

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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Clio, the Muse of History

1632

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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Cleopatra

c. 1635

Oil on canvas

117 × 175.5 cm (46.1 × 69.1 in)

Private collection, Rome, Italy
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The Birth of St. John the Baptist

1635

Museo Nacional del Prado

Oil on canvas
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Esther before Ahasuerus

1628-1635

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

Oil on canvas
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Bathsheba at Her Bath

1637-1638

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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David and Bathsheba

c. 1637

Oil on canvas

265.43 × 209.55 cm (104.5 × 82.5 in)

Columbus Museum of Art
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The Martyrdom of St. Januarius in the Amphitheatre at Pozzuoli

c. 1637

Oil on canvas

Naples Laboratorio de Conservazione
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Proculus and Nicea

1637

Oil on canvas

Naples Laboratorio de Conservazione
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Adoration of the Magi

c. 1637

Oil on canvas

311 × 206 cm (122.4 × 81.1 in)

Cathedral in Pozzuoli, Naples, Italy
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Self Portrait as the Allegory of Painting

1638-1639

Royal Collection Trust (UK) - Hampton Court Palace

Oil on canvas
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An Allegory of Peace and the Arts under the English Crown

1638 
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Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife

c. 1640

Oil on canvas

Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Gift of Samuel H. Kress Foundation
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Minerva

1640 

Oil on canvas

Florence Soprintendenza alle Gallerie
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Ulysses finding Achilles at the Court of King Lycomedes

1641

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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Bathsheba at Her Bath

1640-1645

Private collection

Oil on canvas
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Lucretia

1642

Oil on canvas
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Dame assise de trois-quarts

c. 1642

Oil on canvas
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Judith and Her Maidservant

c. 1645

Oil on canvas

Naples, Museo di Capodimonte
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Tarquin and Lucretia

c. 1645

Oil on canvas

Potsdam, Neues Palais

[image: img169.jpg]


The Triumph of Galatea

c. 1645

Oil on canvas

Toledo Museum of Art, Ohio
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Bathsheba

c. 1640

Oil on canvas

Potsdam, Neues Palais
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Lot and His Daughters

1640-1650

Toledo Museum of Art (Ohio)

Oil on canvas

[image: img172.jpg]


Madonna and Child

1651

Monasterio de San Lorenzo de El Escorial

Oil on canvas
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Bathsheba

c. 1652

Oil on canvas

Uffizi, Florence
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Joueuse de Luth

Date unknown
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St. John of the Florentines, Naples — Gentileschi’s final resting place. Her grave slab was lost during a renovation of the church.
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