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1. Domenico Ghirlandaio, Giovarma Tornabuoni, née Albizzi, 1488
Lugano, Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection.
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WOMEN IN FRAMES

The Gaze, the Eye, the Profile in Renaissance Portraiture

PATRICIA SIMONS

Studies of Renaissance art have had difficulty in
accommodating contemporary thinking on sexual-
ity and feminism. The period which is presumed
to have witnessed the birth of Modern Man and
the discovery of the World does not seem to re-
quire investigation. Renaissance art is seen as a
naturalistic reflection of a newly discovered real-
ity, rather than as a set of framed myths and
gender-based constructions. In its stature as high
culture, it tends to be either applauded or ignored
(by the political right or left respectively) as an
untouchable, elite production. My work on profile
portraits of Florentine women attempts to bring
theories of the gaze to bear on some of these
traditional Master theories, thereby unmasking
the apparent inevitability and neutrality of Re-
naissance art.

Around forty independent panel portraits of
women in profile survive from Quattrocento (fif-
teenth-century) Tuscany [1, 2], but it is thought
that this genre began in Italy around the years
1425-50 with a cluster of five male portraits.! The
only extended discussions of the Renaissance pro-

From History Workshop: A Journal of Socialist and Feminist
Historians 25 (Spring 1988): 4-30. Copyright @ 1988 by
Patricia Simons. Reprinted by permission of the author,

file convention tend to presume a male norm for
all surviving panels. Jean Lipman in 1936 wrote of
the female figures” “bulk and weight” and “buoy-
ant upthrust,” Rab Hatfield's study on the five
male profiles of their “bravura” and “strong
shapes.”2 Both writers were imbued by Jakob
Burckhardt’s interpretation of the Renaissance as
a period giving birth to modern, individualistic
man.? For the art historian specifically, the rise of
an individualistic consciousness during the Re-
nasssance, plotted by Burckhardt in 1860, explains
the development of individualized and more nu-
merous portraiture at the time.* Hence for Lip-
man these figures—“completely exposed to the
gaze of the spectator”S—were self-sufficient, in-
vulnerable, displaying by the surface emphasis of
the design only the surface of the self-contained
person. Hatfield’s later attention to social context
shifted the emphasis, for he argued that “intimacy
is deflected” because “social prestige” is being
celebrated and a family “pedigree” formed in the
images. But the portrayed were characterized by
their visual order as reasoned, intelligent men
whose virtt, or public and moral virtue, required
“admiration and respect.”8 For both writers, the
profile portrait celebrates fame, and derives from
public pictorial conventions.
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Only in one brief footnote did Lipman recog-
nize that “the persons portrayed” were “almost all
women.” The note went on, probably sharing
Renaissance assumptions, to say that “the femi-
nine profile was intrinsically flatter and more deco-
rative.”’7 So, in an article devoted to stylistic analy-
sis, matural and acsthetic reasons “explained” the
predominance of the female in this format. Hat-
field’s focus on the five male examples meant that
he too avoided a problem which my paper insists
upon, namely, that civic fame and individualism
are not terms applicable to ffteenth-century
women and their imaging. The environment can
be investigated by way of the kind of “admira-
tion” and “gaze” to which the decorative images
and the seemingly flattered women were exposed.

Other investigations, such as John Pope-
Hennessy's survey of Renaissance portraiture, or
Meyer Schapiro’s examination of the profile in
narrative contexts, also fail to make gender dis-
tinctions.8 Usually, the utilization of the profile in
ffteenth-century art is explained by recourse to
the revival of the classical medal and the importa-
tion of conventions for the portrayal of courtly
rulers, evoking the celebration of fame and indi-
vidualism. Such causa} reasoning is inappropriate
to the parameters and frames of Quattrocento
women. In this paper, profile portraits will be
viewed as constructions of gender conventions,
not as natural, neutral images.

Behind this project lies a late-twentieth century
interest in the eye and the gaze, largely investi-
gated so far in terms of psychoanalysis and film
theory.9 Further, various strcams of literary criti-
cism and theory make us aware of the construc-
tion of myths and images, of the degree to which
the reader {and the viewer) arc active, so that, in.
cthnographic terms, the eye is a performing agent.
Finally, ferinism can be brought to bear on a field
and a discipline which are only beginning to adjust
to a de-Naturalized, post-humanist world. Burck-
hardt again looms here, for he believed that
“women stood on a footing of perfect equality
with men’ in the Italian Renaissance, since “the
educated woman, no less than the man, strove
naturally after a characteristic and complete in-
dividuality.”1? That the “education given to
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2. Anonymous, Profile Porirait of a Lady, 1470s.
Melbourne, National Gallery of Victoria.

women in the upper classes was essentially the
samc as that given to men” is ncither true, we
would now say, nor adequate proof of their social
equality.11

Joan Kelly's essay of 1977, “Did Women Have
a Renaissance?,” opened a debate amongst histori-
ans of literature, religion and society, but art histo-
rians have been slower to enter the discussion 2
A patriarchal historiography which sees the Re-
naissance as the Beginning of Modernism contin-
ues to dominate art history, and studies of Renais-
sance painting are little touched by feminist
enterprise.13 Whilst images of or for women are
now beginning to be treated as a category, some
of this work perpetuates women’s isclation in a
scparate sphere and takes little account of gender
analysis. Instead, we can examine relationships be-
tween the sexcs and think of gender as “‘a primary
ficld with which or by means of which power 1s
articulated 14 So we need to consider the visual
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construction of sexual difference and how men
and women were able to operate as viewers. Fur-
ther, attention can be paid to the visual specifics
of form rather than content or “iconography,” so
that theory can be related to practice.

- The body of this paper investigates the gaze in
the display” culture of Quattrocento Florence to
explicate further ways in which the profile, pre-
senting an averted eyve and a face available to
scrutiny, was suited to the representation of an
ordered, chaste and decorous piece of property. A

* historical investigation of the gaze which has usu-

ally been discussed in psychoanalytic terms, this
study might be an example of what Joan Scott
recently called for when she worried about “the
universal claim of psychoanalysis.” She wants his-
torians “instead to examine the ways in which
gendered identitics are substantively constructed
and relate their findings to a range of activities,
social organizations, and historically specific cul-
tural representations.”! So my localized focus
could be a supplement, perhaps a counter, to
Freudian universalizing, and to ncutered generali-
zations previously made about Renaissance por-
traiture. On the other hand, I would prefer to
attempt a dialogue rather than a confrontation
between historical and psychoanalytic intcrpreta-
tions. Here an interdisciplinary foray will charac-
terize the gaze as a social and historical agency as
well as a psychosexual one.

The history of the profile to ca. 1440 was a male
history, except for the occasional inclusion of
women in altarpicces as donor portraits, that is,
portraits of those making their pious offering to
the almighty. But from ca. 1440 nearly all Floren-
tine painted profile portraits depicting a single
figure are of women (except for a few studies of
male heads on paper, probably sketches for medals
and sculpture when they are portraits and not
studio excrcises). By ca. 1450 the male was shown
in three-quarter length and view, first perhaps in
Andrea Castagno’s sturdy view of an unknown
man whose gaze, hand and facial structure intrude
through the frame into the viewer's space.l6
Often this spatial occupation and bodily assertion
were appropriately captured in the more three-
dimensional medium of sculpture, using either
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relatively cheap terracotta or more prestigious, ex-
pensive marble. The hrst dated bust from the pe-
riod is Piero de’ Medici’s, executed by Mino da
Ficsole in 1453.17

For some time, however, women were still pre-
dominantly restricted to the profile, and most ex-
amples of this format are dated after the mid-
century, Only in the later 1470s do portraits of
women once more follow conventions for the
male counterparts, moving out from the restrain-
g control of the profile format, turning towards
the viewer and tending to be views of women both
older and less ostentatiously dressed than their
female predecessors had been. Such a change has
not becn investigated and cannot be my subject
here, which is to highlight the predominance of a
female presence in Florentine profile portraits.

Painted by male artists for male patrons, these
objccts primarily addressed male viewers. Neces-
sarily members of the ruling and wealthy class in
patrician Florence, the patrons held restrictive no-
tions of proper female behavior for women of their
class. Elsewhere in [taly, especially in the northern
courts, princesses were also restrained by rules of
female decorum but were portrayed because they
were noble, exceptional women 18 [n mercantile
Florence, however, that women who were not
royal were recognized in portraiture at all appears
puzzling, and | think can only be understood in
terms of the visual or optic modes of what can be
called a “display culture.” By this  mean a culture
where the outward display of honor, magnificence
and wealth was vital to onc’s social prestige and
definition, so that visual language was a crucial
mode of discourse. T will briefly treat the condi-
tions of a woman’s social visibility and then, hav-
ing considered why a woman was portrayed, turn
to the particular form of the resultant portrait.

To be a woman in the world was/is to be the
object of the male gaze: to “appear in public” is
“to be looked upon,” wrote Giovanni Boc-
caccio.r? The Dominican nun Clare Gambacorta
{d. 1419) wished to avoid such scrutiny and estab-
lish a convent “beyond the gaze of men and free
from worldly distractions.”2® The gaze, then a
mctaphor for worldliness and virility, made of
Renaissance woman an object of public discourse,
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exposed to scrutiny and framed by the parameters
of propricty, display and “impression manage-
ment.”2! Put simply, why else paint a woman
except as an object of display within male dis-
course? ‘

Only at certain key moments could she be seen,
whether at a window or in the “window” of a
panel painting, scen and thereby represented.
These centered on her rite of passage from onc
male house to another upon her marriage, usually
at an age between fftcen and twenty, to a man as
much as fifteen years her senior.22 Her very exis-
tence and definition at this time was a function of
her outward appearance. Pleading for extra finery
and houschold linen, rather than merely func-
tional clothing, to be included in her dowry, one
widow implored her children, when her brothers
forced her into a second marriage, “Give me a way
to be dressed.”23 This woman virtually pictures
herself as naked and undefined unless a certan
level (modo) of (ad)dress or representation as well
a5 wealth can be attained. Costume was what
Diane Owen Hughes calls “a metaphorical mode”
for social distinction and regulation. The “em-
blematic significance” of dress made possible the
visible marking out of one’s parental and marital
identity.2* A bearer of her natal inheritance and
an emblem also of her conjugal line once she had
entered the latter’s boundaries, a woman was an
adorned Other who was defined into existence
when she entered patriarchal discourse primarily
as an object of exchange.®

Without what Christiane Klapisch-Zuber calls
“publicity,” the important alliance forged be-
tween two households or lineages by a marriage
was not adequately established 26 Without wit-
nesses, the contract was not finalized. By contrast,
a priest’s presence at this time was not legally
necessary. Visual display was an essential compo-
nent of the ritual, a performance which allowed,
indeed expected, a woman’s visible presentation
in social display and required an appropriately
honorable degree of adornment.

The age of the women in these profile portraits,
along with the lavish presence of jewelry and fine
costumes (usually outlawed by sumptuary legisla-
tion and rules of morality and decorum), with
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multiple rings on her fingers when her hands are
shown, and hair bound rather than free-flowing
are all visible signs of her newly married (or per,.
haps sometimes betrothed} statc. The woman wag
a spectacle when she was an object of public dis-
play at the time of her marriage but otherwise shea
was rarely visible, whether on the streets or in
monumental works of art. In panels displayed in
areas of the palace open to common interchange,
she was portrayed as a sign of the ritual’s perfor-
mance, the alliance’s formation and its honorable
nature.

An example of a father's attention to his daugh-
ter before marriage, however, also points up atti-
tudes taken to a woman’s public appearancc.2”
Whilst Giovanni Tornabuoni granted jewelry to
his daughter Ludovica as part of her lavish dowry,
his will of 1490 nevertheless stipulated that two of
the valuable, carefully deseribed items ultimately
remain part of his male patrimony, for they were
to teturn to his estate upon her decease. A cross
surrounded by pearls, probably the “crocettina®
mentioned in Giovanni's will, hangs from
Ludovica’s neck in her portrait by Domenico
Chirlandaio within the family chapel at Santa
Maria Novella, decorated at her father’s expense
Letween 1486 and 1490. She also wears a dress
richly brocaded with the triangular Tornabuoni
cmblem. So, at the time when she was betrothed
but not yet married, not long before she passed
beyond their confines, she is displayed forever as
4 Tornabuoni woman, wearing their cmblem and
wealth.

Ludovica is also represented as a virginal Tor-
nabuoni exemplar, attendant at the Birth of the
Virgin and with her hair still hanging loose, as it
had in her earlier medal, where a unicorn on the
reverse again cmphasized her honorable virginity.
in the chapel fresco Ludovica is presented as the
perfect bride-to-be, from a noble and substantial
family, about to become a child-bearing woman.
Her father's solicitude and family pride oversaw
the construction of a public image declaring ber
value and thereby increasing Tornabuoni hopor.
Soon her husband will conduct her on her rite of
passage, collect his dowry and appropriate her
honor to the needs of his own lineage.
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When the bride went fuori (“outside”} and was
“led” or “taken away” by her husband, she bore
a counter-dowry of goods supplied by him.28 One
mother, Alessandra Strozzi, happily reported of
her daughter in 1447 that “When she goes out of
the house, she’ll have more than 400 florins on her
back” because the groom Marco Parenti “is never
satisfied having things ‘made for her, for she is
beautiful and he wants her to look at her best.”29
That same Marco later recovered his investment,
one which doubtless weighed heavily on the back

“of his adolescent wife, by having each garment

unpicked and selling every gem and sleeve 30 Nei-
ther dowry nor counter-dowry seems to have
become entirely a2 woman’s property.

In wanting his bride “to look at her best”
Marco was sceking a visible, displayable sign of his
honor. Indeed a wife’s costume was considered by
jurists a sign of the husband’s rank.3! “Being
beautiful and belonging to Filippo Strozzi,” Ales-
sandra wrote to her son of a potential bride in
1465, “she must have beautiful jewels, for just as
you have won honor in many things, you cannot
fall short in this.”32 Like the “golden facade” of
a palace, “such adornments . . . are taken as cvi-
dence of the wealth of the husband more than as
a desire to impress wanton eyes,” wrote Francesco
Barbaro in his treatisc On Wifely Duties of
1416.33 To Barbaro, a wife’s public appearance
was a sign of her propriety and her husband’s
trust: wives “should not be shut up i their bed-
rooms as in a prison but should be permitted to go
out {in apertum|, and this privilege should be
taken as evidence of their virtue and probity.”3+

‘He then went on, “By maintaining a decorous
and honest gaze in their eyes, the most acute of
senses, they can communicate as in painting,
which is called silent poetry.”35 Just such upright-
ness is silently communicated by the profile pancl,
where, as Lipman noted, “the head was kept to
the quality of still life, often as objectively charac-
terized and as inanimate as the cloth of the
dress.””?6 Attributes of costume, jewelry and hon-
orable bearing are as much signs as the occasional
coats of arms in thesc portraits. And in Florence,
these heraldic devices are the hushand’s, for the
woman has been renamed and inscribed into a
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3. Filippo Lippi, Portrdit of @ Man and Woman at a
Casement, carly 1440s. New York, Metropolitan Museum
of Art.

new lineage. Hence in Filippo Lippi's Portrait of
a Man and Woman at a Casement, {3], the Scolari
man’s coat of arms is matched not by her own
natal heraldry but by her motto, embroidered in
his pearls on the sleeve she has been given, which
avows “Loyalty” to him.37

Perhaps we can find an explanation for those
numerous donor portraits represented in profile by
considering the earlier cited linkage, by the nun
Clare Gambacorta, between “the gaze of men”
and “worldly distractions.” Particularly when
shown in profile, the donors’ faces are visible to
both divine and “worldly,” sacred and “sceular”
{yet sacralized) realms, scen by the adored sancti-
ties yet also viewed by pricsts and devotees, includ-
ing the donors themselves. Like nuns and donors,
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the women portrayed in profile are displayed and
visible abjects, and yet they are removed from
“worldly distractions.” They are mactive objccts
gazing elsewhere, decorously averting their eyes.
In this sensc they are chaste, if not virginal,
framed if not {quite) cloistered. However, unlike
nuns, these idealized women are very much not
“beyond the gaze of men.” '

A young Florentine patrician girl rarely became
anything other than a nun or a wife.3® In each
instance she was defined in relation to her engage-
ment with men, either marrying Christ or a
worldly husband and eschewing all other men.
Girls who entered a convent sometimes made
their own choice, but often they were ugly, infirm
or deformed, or clse they might be surplus girls in
a family overburdened by the potential costs of
expensive dowries. When assessing future wives,
the groom’s lincage carefully weighed the tics of
kinship (parentado) to be formed and the dowry’s
value, with other matters such as the woman's
beauty and the purity and fertility of her female
ancestors.3® “Beauty in a woman,” wrote Leon
Battista Alberti,

must be judged not only by the charm and rchnement
of her face, but still more by the grace of her person and
her aptitude for bearing and giving birth to many fine
children. . .. Ina bride . . . a man must first seek beauty
of mind (fe bellezze dell’animo), that is, good conduct
and virtue*0

It is this “beauty of mind” which 1s displayed in
the idealizing profile protrait as it was earlier ex-
hibited (mostrare, to exhibit, is the verb)#! to se-
lectors before her marriage. Since Alcssandra
Strozzi and others spoke of the bride as *‘merchan-
dise” (“who wants a wife wants ready cash,” she
said)*2 we can speak of an economics of display in
fifteenth-century Florence. Alberti advised that
the future groom

should act as do wise heads of families before they
acquire some property—they like to look it over {rive-
dere) several times before they actually sign a con-
tract.43

The girl was an object of depersonalized exchange
by which means a mutual parentado was estab-
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lished, a dowry of capital was brought by the girl
and a husband’s honor became hers to display. She
also supplicd an unsullied heritage and “beauty of
mind.”

The late ffteenth-century Florentine book-
seller Vespasiano da Bisticci also wrote of a
woman's virtue as a possession or dowry. He ended
his Lifc of the excmplary Alessandra de’” Bardi
exhorting women to

realise that a dowry of virtue is infinitely more valuable
than one of money, which may be lost, but virtue is a
secnre possession which may be retained to the end of
their lives.#*

Alberti has the elderly husband didactically ad-
dress his new, very young wife in terms even more
closely related to portraits:

Nothing is so important for yourself, so acceptable to
God, so pleasing to me, and precious in the sight of your
children as your chastity (onestd). The woman’s charac-
ter is the jewel fornamento) of her family; the mother’s
purity has always been a part of the dowry she passes
on to her daughters; her purity has always far out-
weighed her {physical] beauty. 4

Visually, the strict orderliness of the profile por-
trait can be seen as a surprising contradiction of
contemporary rhisogynist literature. Supposedly
“inconstant,” like “irrational animals” without
“any set proportion,” living “without order or
measure,”#6 women were transformed by their
“beauty of mind” and “dowry of virtue” into or-
dered, constant, geometrically proportioned and
unchangeable images, bearers of an inheritance
which would be “precious” to their children. A
woman, who was supposedly vain and narcissis-
tic, 47 was nevertheless made an object in a framed
“mirror” when a man’s worldly wealth and her
ideal dowry, rather than her “true’” or “real” na-
ture, was on display.

Giovanna Tornabuoni’s portrait by Domenico
Ghirlandaio [1] contains an inscription, with the
date 1488, indicating that “conduct and soul”
were valuable, laudable commodities carried by
the woman.#8 Further, depiction strove for the
problematic representation of these invisible vir-
tues: “O art, if thou were able to depict the con-
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duct and soul, no lovelier painting would exist on
carth.” Having died whilst pregnant in 1488, the
aow dead Giovanna née Albizzi is here immortal-
jzed as noble and pious, bearing her husband’s
initial, L. for Lorenzo, on her shoulder and his
family’s simplified, triangular emblem on her gar-
ment. She is forever absorbed as part of the Tor-
nabuoni heritage, displayed in their palace to be
seen by their visitors and themselves, including
her son, who bore their name.

Within the panel, she is framed by a simple,

-closed-off room; within the palace, we know from

an inventory, she was actually framed in “a cor-
sice made of gold” on show in a splendid “room
of golden stalls.”#9 Sealed in a niche like her ac-
coutrements of piety and propriety, she is an eter-
nally static spectacle held decorously firm by her
gilded costume and by the architecture of her
arm, neck and spine. Giovanna's very body be-
comes a sign, attempting to articulate her intangi-
ble but valuable “conduct and soul.” The “dowry
of virtue” is encased and contained within her
husband’s finery, cach enhancing the other. For-
ever framed in a state of idealized preservation,
she is constructed as a female exemplar for Tor-
nabuoni viewers and others they wished to impress
with this ormamento.

Profile portraits such as Giovanna’s participate
in a language of visual and social conventions.
They are not simply reflections of a preexistent
social or visual reality. Neither in the strects nor
in the poctry of Renaissance Florence was a patri-
cian woman like Giovanna capable of the sort of
independent existence she might seem to have in
her portrait. Invisible virtues, impossible to depict
unless one were in paradise according to the po-
etry written by Petrarch and Lorenzo de’
Medici,’ are paradoxically the realm of these
highly visible portraits on show in a display culture
keen to engage in impression management. In
these portraits a woman can wear cosmetics and
extravagant decoration forbidden by legal and
moral codes.’! There this orderly creature was
visible at or near a window, yet she was explicitly
banished from public appearance at such win-
dows.>2 There a dead wife or absent daughter or
newly incorporated, deflowered wife was made an
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object of commemoration, as eternally alive and
chaste,

Perhaps the profile form became increasingly
contradictory and archaic, leading to its partial
abandonment in favor of the three-quarter format
already available for male portraiture. At times,
however, the profile’s memorable and remote na-
ture still suited requirements for the visual preser-
vation and enhancement of what Elizabeth Crop-
per has called a “memory image that fills the void
of her absence.”*3 Portraits, said Biondo in the
sixteenth century as Alberti had in the fifteenth,
“represent the absent and show us the dead as if
they were alive.”* Such a contradiction, or at
least tension, could both explicate the profile’s
eventual demise and lead us to comprehend its
earlier existence. The paradoxical rendering visi-
ble of invisible virtues, available to the visual me-
diam as it was not possible in social reality, meant
that artistic representation was a contribution to
rather than a reflection of social language or con-
trol. A woman'’s painted presence shares with cul-
tural values of the time an idealized signification,
Indeed, it increases the stock of impressive,
manipulative language available within Quat-
trocento culturce. Visual art, it can be argued, both
shared and shaped social language and need not be
seen as a passive reflection of predetermining real-
ity. For the representation of women, the profile
form and its particulars were well suited to the
construction, rather than reflection, of an invisible
“reality.”

It is not only the display of attributes like jew-
elry and costume (perhaps often more splendid
fantasies than were the actual possessions) which
pronounce the portrayed woman as the bearer of
“wealth” both carthly and invisible. The profile
form itself is amenable to the construction of a
display object, since the viewed is rendered static
by an impersonal, typifying structure. A ruler
(such as Jean Le Bon or Henry V) or Leonine
Warrjor3 can be powertul, iconic images in pro-
file, but the decorative, generalizing and idealizing
potential of the profile made it an apt and numeri-
cally predominant convention for the reification
of Florentine women.

When the Florentines Andrea Verrocchio or
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Leonardo da Vinci carved or drew Alexandrine
heroes in profile, they claborated masculinity by
way of solid helmets and breastplates even more
three-dimensional than the faces, which are also
modeled in some relief 56 But Florentine female
profiles tend to appear on unstable, spindly bases,
with an clongated neck exaggerating their attenu-
ation. The vulnerable and elcgantly artificial neck
also separates the face from its already insubstan-
tial body. Fine, isolated featurces exist precariously
in a flat sca of palc flesh. Volume is repressed in
portraits such as Alesso Baldovinetti's Portrait of
a Lady in Yellow [4];57 checkbones and shoulder
blades are denied by an image caught on the
painted surface like a butterfly. In Baldovineiti's
production, the hair (probably a false, fashionable
adornment at the back) and the lively yellow
sleeve bearing a husband’s large heraldic device
are each more capable of energetic mobility
through space than the woman seems to be.
“Individuality’” appears to the degree that sim-
plifying silhoucttes can represent particular faces.
But full chasacterization depends upon facial
asymmetry, and momentary moods are also de-
nied by the timeless patterning profile. In these
mostly anonymous profile portraits, facc and body
are as emblematic as coats of arms. They mark a
renaming, a remaking, in which individual names
are omitted. The face contributes to identifica-
tion, as legislators realized when they banned the
use of a veil by all women other than prostitutes.>®
The latter were marked as bodies granted sexual
license, their potential lack of control hence
brought under masculine and visual rein. Through
the regulatory language of facial display, all
women were sexually labeled and controlled. Of-
ficials could interrogate a veiled woman, seeking
her identity not by first name but by naming her
father, husband and neighborhood.5® Occasion-
ally a first name is included in a three-quarter view
of a woman by such means as the juniper (ginepro)
behind Leonardo’s portrait of Ginevra de’
Benei, 80 but in the profile portraits the family
name, never a matrilinesl one, is paramount.
The traditional immortalizing of a dead man or
a male ruler by use of the profile was appropriated
for female representation, yet the form’s restric-
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4. Alesso Baldovinetti, Portrait of @ Lady in Yellow,
ca. 1465. London, National Gallery of Art.

tive capacity was accentuated. One of the few
surviving pairs in which both the male and female
portraits are in profile, Piero della Francesca’s de-
piction of the Duke and Duchess of Urbino 5,6},
couples a ruler with a woman.6* Because the duke
suffered from a battle wound to his right eye he
had to be shown in profile. This necessity is turned
to advantage by strong blocks of color {which are
especially balanced either side of the stabilized
face), hard virile sithouette, massive neck and
swarthy, modeled flesh. This is contrasted with a
pale, heavily decorated lady who has been
plucked, powdered and adorned into a chaste em-
blem. On the reverse of her portrait rides the
Triumph of “femininc virtues,” on his the Tri-
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umph of Fame. %2 Both ruler and woman are type-
cast and stand for more than their individual
selves, but the male is constructed as a more ac-
tive, dominant figure.

Giovanna Tornabuoni and her peers lived and
died in a Mediterranean display culture where
honor and reputation were vital commodities and
appearance was always under scrutiny. Sumptuary
legislation, for instance, governed adornment “in-
side the home or without,”63 acting on the belief
that state actions could, as well as should, enter

~ various spaces and determine the rules of display.

Neither the woman, nor her accoutrements, nor
her portrait, had much “private” space. “Shun
every sort of dishonor, my dear wife,” counseled
Alberti’s elder. “Use every means to appear to all
people as a highly respectable woman.”64

In an oligarchic, patrilineal society where little

4

5. Piero defla F‘rancésca, Battista Sforza, Duchess of Urbino,
after 1474. Florence, Uthzi (Soprintendenza per i beni
artistict ¢ storici Gabineito Fotografico, Florence).
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value was aseribed to women except as carriers of
a “dowry of virtue,” women were encouraged to
stress their restraint and seemly inheritance. Their
own complicit investment in their “secure posses-
sion” appears extensive, judging by the relatively
few records which survivesPatriarchal definitions
of proper, obedient behavior were accepted by
litcrate matrons like Alessandra Strozzi. When
advising her son about being a husband she wrote,
“a man, when he really is a man, makes a woman
a woman.”® Where then might we find a
woman's “view” of her profile portrait?

"T'wo distinctions made recently by historians of
Renaissance culture can guide us; first, Klapisch-
Zuber’s between the dowry and the troussean.66
Whilst the dowry passed from father to husband,
the bride could carry a few minor, intimate items
from her mother. Mostly for personal usc and

6. Piero della Francesca, Federigo do Montefeltro, Duke of
Urbino, tter 1474, Florence, Uthzi (Soprintendenza per i
beni artistici e storici Gabinetio Folografico, Florence).
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often associated with a procreative role, these
goods could be dolls, Books of Hours, sewing tools
and articles for her toilette. Klapisch-Zuber argues
that “the trousscau is the principal channel by
which feminine goods, often heavily symbolic,
passed from mother to daughter” and these were
“the fragments of a hidden or incomplete femi-
nine discourse.’67 In a sense, a profile portrait
could be one such “fragment.” A young female
viewer was instructed by her mother’s portrait and
shaped herself in her mother’s image.®® When
preparing her own “dowry of virtue,” which was
informed by both the maternal and paternal in-
heritance, she was also attending to a kind of
“trousscau of onestd.”

The second set of distinctions is one pointed to
by Hughes, between meretrice (prostitute), ma-
trona {matron), daughter and wife. When a limi-
nal border was crossed and a woman was recog-
nized as sexually mature, for instance, she became
subject to sumptuary legislation.®® The older
woman could also wittily contravene sumptuary
restrictions, and argne with her husband over
clothing expenses.”® As onc Bolognese woman
claimed in the mid-fifteenth century, men could
win success and honor in many fields but only
ornamentation and drcss were available to women
as “signs of their valour.”7! Older women per-
formed a kind of labor, converting their “dowry of
virtue” into an investment “‘retained to the end of
their lives.”72 When nubile daughters were in the
house, mothers assisted with the trousseau’s col-
lection. Maternal guardians of their sons, they
assessed the virtue and appearance of potential
brides. With or without the presence of children
and grandchildren nearby, a woman continuaily
defended her respectability and image, resorting
like men to “signs” in a display culture. The com-
modity of virtue was circulated amongst a female
economy, from grandmother to mother, to daugh-
ter, to her children. For instance, a womnan could
boast about the “nobility and magnificence of her
family” especially to other women, and her “up-
bringing’” was carefully assessed by her female cl-
ders.”> Guardians of their family’s honor and
piety, including their own,”* women when por-
trayed in profile were often visually addressing
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7. Saudro Botticelli, Profile Portrait of ¢ {.ady, 1480s.
Florence, Palazzo Pitti (Soprintendenza per | beni artistici e
storici Gabinetto Fotogrefico, Florence).

their daughters as exemplars, reinforcing, even en-
larging, standards of virtuc.

But women were daughters or matrons in a
man’s world, these very distinctions being ones
(like nun or wife) formed by a woman’s rclation-
ship to men. Again we must analyze gender, not
to negate a “hidden . . . feminine discourse,” but
to comprehend visual artifacts which were not
hidden, not only seen as personal female “frag-
ments.” Profile portraits were primarily obijects of
a male discourse which appropriated a kind of
female labor or property. When wives were
charged under the sumptuary laws, it was men
who paid the fines, just as they had paid for the
jewels and dresses in the first place. Men also paid
for the portraits, on which they appended male
coats of arms.
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when young, women were cordoned off in the
rofile form which could later instruct their own
daughters: When older, women became informed
qctors int the selection of a bride, scrutinizing oth-
ers’ daughters.7> The active female eye was virtu-
ally always that of an elderly guardian. The choice
and examination of a possible bride necessitated
the gathering of information about her appear-
ance. A well-known instance of this process from
Britain is Hans Holbein's deceptive portrait of
Anne of Cleves, sent to Henry VIII before their

* marriage n 1540. Some Florentine letters survive,

several by women, which contain verbal portraits
of prospective brides when (rarely) one of the part-
ners was away from the city. In 1467 Lucrezia
Tornabuoni, Lorenzo de’ Medici’s mother, trav-
eled to Rome to examine Clarice Orsini, who did
become Lorenzo’s wife (Sandro Botticelli’s pancl
in the Pitti Palace may represent Clarice about
ten years later {7]).7¢ She was

fair and tall .. . of good height and has a nice complex-
ion, her manners are gentle, but not so winning as those
of our girls, but she is very modest . . . her hair is reddish
... her face rather round . .. Her throat is fairly clegant,
but it scems to me a little meagre or . . . slight. Her
bosom I could not sec, as herc the women are cntirely
covered up, but it appearcd to me of good proportions.
She does not carry her head proudly like our girls, but
pokes it a little forward; I think she was shy, indeed I
see no fault in her save shyness. Her hands are long and
delicate. . . .

Well might she have been shy under Lucrezia’s
merciless evel

In 1486 a male report to Lorenzo de” Medici on
his son’s future wife in Naples noted her “neck
which is somewhat thick at the back” and said
that her guardians “would sooner show one of
their girls to tem men than to one woman.”77
Virtually taking on a surrogate male position,
thesc fierce female observers were also defending
their stake in their own economy. But they were
adopting standards convenicnt to a patriarchy,
using “male language in order to be heard.””8 To
some as yet unknown extent they may have re-
fined definitions, avoided or flaunted others, but
women’s “culture” or “networks,” currently being
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investigated by social historians, do not readily
appear in what are usually categorized as “domes-
tic,” but should be termed “palatial,” representa-
tions produced for and by men.

Like the detailed epistolary reports, ideal de-
scriptions of the Beloved or the Ideal personifica-
tion, especially in poetry, were “anatomizing,” as
Ruth Kelso, Nancy Vickers and others have ar-
gued.”® The female body is scattered into separate
areas such as neck, eyes, skin, mouth and hair, and
other factors like her size and bearing are also
examined. The profile form, already a fragmentary
statement fixing one side of the upper body but
absenting the rest, complements such an aesthetic
typology due to its simplifying clarity. Hence it
easily became an early format for caricature in the

8. Antonio Pollaiuclo, Portrait of a Young Wornan,
ca. 1470. Florence, Uhizi (Soprintendenza per § beni artistici

e storici Gabinetio Fotografico, Florence ),
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work of artists like Leonardo or Gian Lorenzo
Bernini.80 Lipman noted a clear color division in
the profile portraits between hair, head, corsage
and sleeves,81 but other features, like the sithou-
ette of neck and nose, lips, jawline and untainted
skin color, are also marked out distinctly [8].

A “rounded” or integrated, plastic character is
denied by the impersonal, claustrophobic presen-
tation of a face which has no space or volume of
its own. The groom and girl in Lippi’s double
portrait, for instance [3], are each framed by a
series of windows which allow our merciless scru-
tiny but cannot enable their own engagement
with each other or with the viewer. The averted
eye and face open to scrutiny, necessarily pre-
sented by the profile view, permit the close, cool
and extended exposure of the body reported in
fifteenth-century letters and poems. Barbara
Kruger’s recent comment on the eye’s intrusion
and violence, using the caption “Your gaze hits
the side of my face,” aptly chose a female profile
as accompaniment.82

In ffteenth-century society, lowered or averted
eyes were the sign of a woman's modesty, chastity
and obeisance.8? A loose woman, on the other
hand, looked at men in the street.84 Temptation
or a lover were avoided or discouraged if a virtuous
woman did not return the gaze. 85 Whilst actual
behavior doubtless included surreptitious glances
or longing looks, it is indicative that the poet
Veronica Gambara, when she explicitly looked on
her object of “desire,” was comforted not by a
man but, unexpectedly and ironically, by “hills,”
“waters” and a “gracious site.”85 Being a noble
woman, she was not allowed an optic engagement
with men nor had poetic conventions left space
for female poets who could actively look. With
wit, her sonnet slips between contradictions, not
even requiring an unavailable male object of the
gaze: “desire is spent except for you alone,” she
said to her “blest places.”

“Bury your eyes,” exhorted San Bernardino ad-
dressing women from the pulpit, in what was only
a particularly concrete version of a commonplace
concerning the decorum of the viewed eye.87 In
the profile form eyes cannot be obviously down-
cast, for this would disturb the strict patterning,
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but the woman’s eye and face are deflected, bur-
ied, to the extent that they are averted. Thence
she is decorously chaste, the depersonalized and
passionless object of passion.

Passion leads us to the poetics and psychology
of the eye. The poetic convention of “love’s fatal
glance,” especially since Petrarch’s writings,

imaged the dangerous woman whose “arrows” of -

love from her eyes could aggressively pierce the
lover.88 In a sonnet by Petrarch “her eyes have the
power to turn [him] to marble” and Pietro Bembo
later plays with the same optic fear.89 In onc
poem “l gaze defenselessly” into a woman'’s
“lovely eyes” and “lose myself”; in another, of ca.
1500, he “sculpted [her image] in my heart” yet
“you burn me, if I gaze on you, you who are cold
stone.” Around 1542 his fellow Venetian Pietro
Aretino also worked with the popular, Petrarchan
conventions, writing of Titian's “brushes” as
equivalent to Love’s “arrow,” so that male tools
are capable of some control over a danger of their
own making.%® The beloved’s wounding glance,
voiced in poetry, is especially made modest and
mute by the profile format; the male lover can
behold and possess without being seen and hence
without becoming vulnerable. The ideally passive
and modest young woman appropriately “ap-
pears” rather than “acts”®! in the static form,
unable to arouse, distract or engage with the au-
thoritative ocular presence. Any potential
“Medusa effect,”? the unmanning caused by
Medusa’s stony and fatal gaze, is defused.

The male profile was a short-lived form in panel
portraiture, perhaps because it presented too mac-
tive and disengaged a view of these virile family
exemplars.?? In psychoanalytic terms, further, the
near “blindness,” implicit in the profle form’s
“buried” eye, threatened any male portrayed in
profile with impotence or castration:%* In classic
Freudian terms, a blind man can no longer see a
woman’s lack of the phallus. He cannot then be
aware of his own sexual and potent difference, so
he is in a sense castrated, undifferentiated. Scopo-
philia, a sexual gaze, is constructed as a masculine
activity in Renaissance poetry and Freudian psy-
choanalysis. The viewing active male, outside the
profile’s frame and looking on, was virile. When
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a1 sixteenth-century Sienese novelist wanted to
characterize Florentines, famed for “sodomy,” he
wrote of them “not wanting to look at women in
the face.”?> A century earlier his compatriot San
Bernardino frequently spoke of homosexual or
pninterested  husbands not looking at their
wives.?¢ The Dominican Fra Giovanni Dominici
also interpreted face-to-face contact in heterosex-
ual terms. He adapted a Biblical injunction against
a father’s indulgence of his daughter (Sirach 7:24}
by casting it in the language of the eye and face

- and extending the distrust to the mother: the fa-

ther is not to smile on the danghter “lest she fall
in love with his virile countenance” nor must the
mother “ever . . . show [her son| a face which will
cause him while still little to love women before
knowing what they are.”97 The language of the
eye could be a sensual and hence feared, even
repressed one. The passionless, chaste state of a
woman in profile is the product of this burden.

The de-eroticized portrayal of women in profile
meant female eyes no longer threaten the seeing
man with castration. Her eyes cannot ward off his,
nor send “arrows” to the lover’s heart. Castration
anxieties are also displaced by fetishization, by the
way in which a woman’s neck, eye and other fca-
tures are rendered safc commodities through frag-
mentation and distancing, excessive idealiza-
tion.¥8 A psychoanalytic level of interpretation
can also be offered for viewers who were female.
When the female guardian assessed other women,
or when the exemplary mother was visually pre-
sented to her daughters, it may be that a feminine
parallel to masculine fetishism, that is, narcissism,
was operating. But the “maternal gaze” posited by
the film theorist E. Ann Kaplan or the narcissistic
desire to see one’s sclf in one’s children posited by
Sigmund Freud does not adequately fit the evi-
dence left to us in Quattrocento artifacts.?9 Re-
membering the degree of female complicity in an
extreme patriarchy, we could take account of a
summarizing phrase employed by Linda Williams
in her study of female spectators of film: “her look
even here becomes a form of not seeing anything
more than the castration she so exclusively repre-
sents for the male.”100

The potential instability of scxual identity is
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controlled by a fixed and immutable sign of dif-
ference constructed in the profile portrait. Female
impotence is contrasted with the potent flesh or
brush of the male viewer or artist. Lacking both
phallus and any genitalia of her own in these trun-
cated images, the woman 4s seen as an absence of
an absence. As Diane Owen Hughes suggests in
her study of family portraiture in early modern
Europe, images of women can be interpreted “not
as reflections . . . but rather as idealized or admoni-
tory representations of what is desired or what is
feared.”’101

To turn now from sensuality to politics, from
one form of potency to another, is not to suggest
that the divisions are clear or absolute between
seemingly interior and exterior acts, Whilst con-
temporary studies of the gaze focus upon psychic
theories, the investigation above has tricd to exca-
vate a historical dimension. When theories of the
gaze are applicd to physical objects like paintings,
especially those from pre-Frendian times when
the language of sexuality and codes for the cye's
conduct were different from ours, we need to con-
sider a range of cultural and historical factors.
Here Michel Foucault’s History of Sexudlity, par-
ticularly derived from a study of ancient Greece
and Rome, has done much to alert us to the
changing and historically determined nature of
what is unthinkable, what performed.102 Jeffrey
Weceks also has argued for a contextual under-
standing of sexuality, supported by his own studies
of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Britain, 103
Sexuality and the operation of the gaze in ff-
tecnth-century [taly will have their own histories
and contexts, too.104 Castration anxicty may be
an ahistorical or transhistorical phenomenon, for
instance,105 but profile portraits are far more than
specific manifestations of a universal fear. They
existed for a relatively short time in a particular
region and “display culture” for a variety of rea-
sons. Feminist histortans can use their practice to
question, refine or deconstruct Freudian or-
thodoxy and patriarchy’s appearance of natural
inevitability.

We could, for instance, recall Foucault’s inves-
tigation of the “Eye of Power” in post-Enlighten-
ment  France, which observed “captive sil-
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houettes” in the Panopticon, or viewing machine,
built mainly as schools, army dormitories and pris-
ons.106 But we could speak of ocular politics in
terms of patriarchy and gender, as Foucault does
not. The gaze as an instrument of control and
supervision, particularly over women, operated
earlier. than Foucault would seem to believe, in
less technological or awesome architecture. 197
The peep-hole in monastery, nunnery and asylum
doors, for instance, or the wrought-iron grill be-
hind which cloistered folk were incarcerated yet
seen, allowed the reguldtory eye’s performance. In
the first decade of the sixteenth century a man
versed in courtly practice advised cardinals to hide
viewing or listening tubes in their audience cham-
bers “‘so that men's speech, gestures and expres-
sions can be more clearly studied by means of
observation.”108 Deception was necessary, other-
wise “those who come to pay their. court arc
moved to abandon their natural behavior, 7109

Earlier architectural advice concerning the ob-
servation of young women did not scem to require
a hidden eye, perhaps because “natural behavior”
was not allowed or desired from women anyway.
Around 1464 the Florentine architect Antonio
Filarete, who worked often in ducal Milan, de-
scribed a proto-Panopticon for the housing and
education of very young girls.

From the outside one can lock into the rooms where
the skills are being learned and can see what is being
done . . . they need to be seen, so they can be married
... [but] no man can enter for any reason. !0

Here is the protective, potent male cyc operating.

The power of the female gave, especially that of
girls and widows (both of whom were considered
sexually available), was feared or denied when it
was likely to be engaged with the male look. But
older women had more authority when their gaze
operated for the purposes of protecting and aug-
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menting the reputation of the lincage. The young
woman was anatomized by scopic, patriarchal
scrutiny when she was the bearer or potential
bearer of assessable property. The profile portrait
of a woman presented a sign of kinship exchange,
displaying the nobility of her natal line, the exem-
plary nature of her own virtue and then her hus-
band’s honor and possession. The female eye was
disempowered and her body an cmblem for the
display of rank, honor and chastity.

By the late fifteenth century the profile portrait
had been displaced. Florentine women portrayed
in three-quarter view and length began to include
older exemplars dressed in plainer costume, such
as Lorenzo de’ Medici's relatively influential
mother, Lucrezia Tornabuoni, who is probably
shown mourning her husband’s death.11* But the
profile was still utilized on occasion. Leonardo’s
portrayal of another powerful woman, Isabella
d’Este, belongs to the tradition of north Italian
ruler portraits in profile, as had an carlier profile
portrait of a princess, possibly also of an Este
woman, by Pisanello.112

In Florence, paired portraits of married cou-
ples, such as the one by Sebastiano Mainardi in
the Huntington Library, San Marino, Calitornia,
showed the male in three-quarter view in front
of a landscape with a city and worldly activity,
but the female was in profile, painted in a flatter,
more absent manncr, cut off in a loggia and
houscbound.113 Artists of the sixteenth century at
times reverted to the archaic profile. Hence the
poet Laura Battiferi was shown in striking profile
by Agnolo Bronzino in the mid-centuryll* and
Jacopo Pontormo’s Alessandro de’ Medici draws
his beloved lady in profile as a sign of his singular
regard for (that is, of} her.1!5 The male gaze con-
tinued in its triumphant potency while the female
gaze remained repressed: one reason, we may spec-
ulate, why the female artist has, until very re-
cently, been a rare creature.
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convened by Nataliec Boymel Kampen: “Gender and Art
History: Newt Approaches,” at the College Art Association
o —" cariference in 1957, I am grateful to several editors of
FlistoTy Workshop, especially Lyndal Roper, for their interest
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