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This article investigates four widely studied versions of the biblical story of the Feast of Herod
produced by Florentine artists in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: Giotto’s fresco from the
Peruzzi Chapel at Santa Croce (ca. 1320), Andrea Pisano’s panels on the south doors of
Florence’s baptistery (ca. 1335), Donatello’s relief for the baptismal font at Siena (ca. 1425),
and Filippo Lippi’s fresco in the main chapel at the cathedral of Prato (ca. 1465). The study
explores how the narrative is interpreted by each artist and suggests social messages that
contemporary audiences might have drawn from each interpretation by examining the actions
of the figures in light of the teachings of late medieval and early Renaissance didactic literature.
Conduct literature allows one to interpret what the works reveal about the story, but also
suggests that they could function didactically, in and of themselves. In such a reading, Herodias
and Salome are treacherous women: dangerous not only to John the Baptist, but also to
Florentine society of the period.

1. INTRODUCTION

The Feast of Herod was a narrative of considerable flexibility
throughout the medieval and Renaissance periods. While the

events of the story were clear — it was, after all, the only saint’s
martyrdom described in the Gospels, with both Matthew and Mark
agreeing on the central actions — interpretations of the implications of
those actions for a Christian audience varied from the outset. According
to the biblical sources Herod Antipas, the first-century tetrarch of the
Roman territories of Galilee and Perea, took Herodias, the wife of
his brother, as his own wife.1 When John the Baptist condemned this
relationship as inappropriate under Jewish law, Herod imprisoned him.
The tetrarch and his wife then arranged for Herodias’s daughter (unnamed
in the Bible, but identified as Salome by Josephus) to dance at Herod’s

1Matthew 14:1–12; Mark 6:14–29.
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grand birthday banquet.2 As he expressed great pleasure at her dance, he
vowed to give her any recompense she requested; the girl was instructed
by her mother to ask for the head of John the Baptist, and, in light of his
public oath to her, Herod was compelled to acquiesce. The Baptist was
beheaded in his prison, his head was brought to Salome at the feast, and
the girl took the head to her mother. That John was unjustly martyred for
having taken an ethical stand was in no doubt in the Gospels; less clear were
the motivations of the various actors. Matthew suggested that Herod and
Herodias were jointly offended by a public denunciation of their illicit
sexual relationship. On the other hand, in Mark’s Gospel Herodias was
a kind of ancient femme fatale, driving her husband— who knew that John
was a ‘‘righteous man and holy and kept him safe’’3 — into ordering the
saint’s execution.4 For Josephus it was Herod’s fear of John leading a
rebellion against him, rather than personal spite, that required the Baptist’s
execution. For some commentators Salome’s dance — an entertainment
commonly provided by women of ill repute in the ancient world5 — was
an excuse for Herod to order the execution, while for others she seduced
him into the act. The daughter could be seen as the unwitting pawn of her
mother or stepfather or she could be said to harbor evil intentions toward
the saint that were fulfilled in her horrific request. Hence, the sources of
evil in the event were variously defined.6

2Josephus, 18.5,4. Salome is not identified by that name in medieval or Renaissance
commentaries or sermons: occasionally she is named Herodias, but most often she is ‘‘the
girl,’’ as in Mark and Matthew. Certainly by the late medieval period she could be identified

with the name Salome in other kinds of literature, however; Dante, Paradiso 18:100–36,
makes a passing reference to John’s death: ‘‘the Baptist, who lived a solitary life, and was
dragged to martyrdom to serve Salome’s dance’’: http://www.poetryintranslation.com/

PITBR/Italian/Danthome.htm. Josephus could have been familiar to late medieval and
Renaissance thinkers from the Glossa Ordinaria, but manuscripts of his text were also in
circulation in this period. See Seidel.

3Mark 6:20.
4Crossley.
5Bach, 227–32. Webb notes that dancers often seem to not actually have been

prostitutes, but were typically categorized as such by upper-class observers. Both Jewish and

pagan religious traditions offered dance as an element of individual or communal worship,
but from the early Christian period a dichotomy existed between sacred dance that
united humans with God and profane dance associated with luxuria. Numerous patristic

writers juxtaposed David’s dance of praise to God (2 Samuel 6:14) with Salome’s wicked
performance: Carter, 3–8.

6Many biblical scholars have addressed this issue. See, for example, Girard; Aus;

Glancy; Hoffeditz and Yates; Janes; Kraemer.
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Early medieval commentators found plenty of blame to spread around.
For many writers Herod’s authorization of John’s beheading was seen as
an element in a larger pattern of sinful behavior in the tetrarch, exemplified
by the self-celebration and physical intemperance inherent in his birthday
feast.7 St. Ambrose (ca. 340–97) provided a typical reading: ‘‘Look, most
savage king, at the sights worthy of thy feast. Stretch forth thy right hand,
that nothing be wanting to thy cruelty, that streams of holy blood may pour
down between thy fingers. And since the hunger for such unheard-of cruelty
could not be satisfied by banquets, nor the thirst by goblets, drink the blood
pouring from the still flowing veins of the cut-off head. Behold those eyes,
even in death, the witnesses of thy crime, turning away from the sight of
the delicacies. The eyes are closing, not so much owing to death, as to horror
of luxury.’’8 But the women did not escape culpability. In the same sermon
Ambrose also condemns Salome: ‘‘when a larger concourse than usual had
come together, the daughter of the queen, sent for from within the private
apartments, is brought forth to dance in the sight of men. What could she
have learnt from an adulteress but loss of modesty? Is anything so conducive
to lust as with unseemly movements thus to expose in nakedness those parts
of the body which either nature has hidden or custom has veiled, to sport
with the looks, to turn the neck, to loosen the hair? Fitly was the next
step an offence against God. For what modesty can there be where there is
dancing and noise and clapping of hands?’’9 On the other hand, for
Augustine (354–430) Herod was a weak man in the hands of a dangerous
wife: ‘‘That detestable woman, however, conceived a hatred to which sooner
or later, given the occasion, she would give birth. When she was brought
to bed, she bore a daughter, a dancing daughter. And that king, who held
John to be a holy man, who feared him because of the Lord, even if he
did not obey him, when John’s head in a dish was demanded of him,
was deeply grieved. But because of his oath and because of the guests,
he sent a halberdier and carried out what he had sworn.’’10 So medieval
commentators could blame any or all of the main characters for John’s
death.

7On this point I consulted an as-yet-unpublished article by Peter Scott Brown and

Devon Morreale, ‘‘What Evil Comes from Gluttony . . . The Feast of Herod and Incestuous
Marriage in Romanesque Gascony.’’ I am grateful to Peter Brown for allowing me to see
the manuscript of this article.

8Ambrose, 10:385. Numerous early medieval exegetes take a similar stand. See, for
example, Jerome, 166–69; Bede, 92, 189; Chrysostom, Homily 48; Chrysologus, 73–78.

9Ambrose, 10:385.
10Augustine, 47 (Sermon 307).
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With texts offering a range of motives, it is hardly surprising that details
in the artworks that represent the Feast of Herod also diverge. In medieval
and early Renaissance art in Italy the narrative normally occurs not in
isolation, but as the culminating scene in Baptist cycles of every medium.
As such, it defines John’s perfect ascetic character in the face of worldliness
and establishes his role as the forerunner of Christ. The Baptist is the only
saint to enjoy two feast days in the liturgical calendar, the celebration of his
birth and the commemoration of his beheading, so it is possible to devote
special attention to representations of his martyrdom.11

Three compositional formulas for representing the feast survive from
medieval Italy: Salome tumbles before the banquet table as John’s head is
brought in; Salome dances beside the table, balancing the platter with the
Baptist’s head atop her own head; demons inspire Salome to a relatively
decorous dance alongside the table, and the head is brought in separately.12

In all three approaches, more often than not Herodias is seated at the
banquet table, but occasionally Salome follows her dance by presenting
John’s head to her mother in a separate space. The formulas overlap
chronologically, and it is not entirely clear why particular artists or patrons
favored one over the other. The first is a Northern European tradition, and
surely develops out of jongleur entertainments:13 indeed, textual references

11Baptist cycles can vary from many to few scenes, with most representing at least his
birth and death. The feast of John’s birth is 24 June, while the beheading is commemorated
on 29 August. Examples of particular attention to the events of the saint’s martyrdom can be

found in the Venetian church of San Giovanni Decollato, the Nobili Chapel of Santa Maria
degli Angeli in Florence, dedicated to St. John the Baptist Beheaded and St. James Major in
1387 (Skaug, 245); in the internal pulpit of Santo Stefano in Prato, which was carved by

a team of sculptors in 1469–73 and contains two scenes from John’s life, both revolving
around the Feast of Herod (the Dance of Salome and the Decollation and Presentation of the
Head at the Feast by Mino da Fiesole: Debby, 121–28); in the Golden Legend (Voragine,

502–12); and in the Florentine play La rappresentazione di San Giovanni Battista quando fu
decollato, known from three codices and probably dating from the 1450s. Very likely there
were earlier plays and laude representing the narrative: Falk, 86–157. For the play, see

Newbigin, 113–33.
12Falk, 86–157, provides an overview of the iconography of the Baptist’s vita in both

textual and visual sources. There are individual works that fail to fit any of these narrative
schemes, but in general most images fall into one of these three categories: see Wessel.

13Found in dozens of examples from England through France and the Germanic
countries in manuscripts, frescoes, and sculptures, for example, a Gothic Psalter in the
British Library (MS Arundel 157, fol. 7), ca. 1240; the north portal of the west façade at

Rouen Cathedral, ca. 1240; the Romanesque frescoes at Mustair, ca. 1160; and the
Flabellum of Hohenbourg, late twelfth century, in the British Library, Add. 42497. There
are images of acrobatic entertainers from Byzantium, but they are not tied to images of the

Feast of Herod: see Grabar.
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survive that identify Salome as a jongleuse. Since the early medieval period
jongleurs had been criticized consistently by clerics as obscene, unnatural,
and lascivious, so it is not surprising to find Salome among their number.
The acrobatic display of Salome’s dance is particularly striking in this
iconography. Without minimizing Herod and Herodias — they are, in
fact, normally the largest figures in the compositions — artists draw
viewers’ attention to the indecorous behavior of the girl through an
extraordinary pose, usually a backflip or handstand, that clearly communicates
her depravity. This iconography is quite rare in Italy, however, and is best
known from the twelfth-century door of the church of San Zeno in Verona
(fig. 1). Scholars suggest that jongleurs were increasingly perceived in a
positive light from the early thirteenth century in Italy, which may explain
why the Northern motif seems to have gained little purchase in the South.14

The second iconographical approach is Byzantine and may be found
widely throughout the eastern Mediterranean over a long period of time: in
this version Salome dances with the platter containing the Baptist’s head
atop her own head (fig. 2). It very likely derives from a Greek exegetical
tradition that describes the dancing girl displaying John’s head in triumph.15

Again, it is a relatively rare motif in Italy, found primarily in areas of Byzantine
domination such as Venice (San Marco) and Sicily (Monreale cloister). Herod
andHerodias usually host the feast, but the utter horror of Salome’s display
of the head focuses viewers’ attention on the girl. In the Greek vitae that
relate this narrative, the devil inspires Herodias’s vengeance and Salome’s

14Hausamann, 340–51; Bairati, 91–95. Sources that identify Salome as a type of
jongleuse include the eleventh-century German anchorite Ava, whose poem on the life of

John the Baptist describes the girl: ‘‘she danced like an acrobat; / her body was very agile’’
(30, lines 284–91; I am grateful to James M. Ogier for discussing the translation of the
original with me); and a Florentine vernacular vita from the early Trecento that refers to the

girl as performing ‘‘giullerie’’ (‘‘jongleur activities’’): Vita di San Giovanni Battista, 4:302. Several
scholars have noted the parallel between Salome and jongleurs as a clear criticism of the latter:
since jongleurs were reviled in numerous texts without reference to Salome, however, I would

argue that the criticism worked both ways: see Frugoni. On the S. Zeno door, see Boeckler;
Neumann. On jongleurs, see Faral; Leclercq; Casagrande and Vecchio; Saffioti; Baldwin.

15Chrysostom, Homily 48, 10:291, may have been the first to inspire this interpretation:
‘‘O diabolical revel! O satanic spectacle! O lawless dancing! and more lawless reward for the

dancing. For a murder more impious than all murders was perpetrated, and he that was worthy
to be crowned and publicly honored, was slain in the midst, and the trophy of the devils was set
on the table.’’ A number of later Greek vitae use similar language, and while there has been

some dispute among classicists about whether the girl dances with the head in the texts, she
certainly dances with it in the images. On the dispute over the texts, see Harrison; James.
Byzantine representations of this dance are myriad, for example, see the Church of St. Mary at

Pec and the Church of the Holy Apostles at Thessaloniki.
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triumphant dance, but demons appear in the representations only seldom,
and relatively late, during the fourteenth century.16

The same Byzantine textual tradition may very well have inspired the
third medieval Italian formula of the event, for the girl is egged on to her
dance by demons in a number of representations, including the lintels over
the baptistery doors at Pisa and Parma. In these images Salome’s dance is
far less spectacular — she does little more than shift her weight and wave
her arms — but even when her behavior is more dignified, artists tend to
fault her. Benedetto Antelami carved the lintel of the entrance into the
baptistery at Parma in the early thirteenth century (fig. 3). His relief shows
Salome merely standing beside the banquet table, but a demon, labeled
Satan, shoves her forward into her evil request, while the beheading of
John occurs behind her.17 Herod pulls at his beard in a gesture commonly

FIGURE 1. Feast of Herod , twelfth century. Verona, San Zeno. Author’s photo.

16Mathews and Sanjian, 89–92.
17Dietl, 92–93. According to Steger, 141, Salome is dancing; nothing in her posture or

the pose of her legs suggests movement, although she is holding up a flower, which may

suggest she is performing.
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related to distress, and Herodias lays a troubled hand on her chest.
Readers of the Bible or a vita of the Baptist could certainly infer that the
king and queen’s concern is feigned, but from the perspective of direct
narrative illustration, only Salome is in the hands of the devil in this
image.

A break with the traditional compositional formulas comes in the
earliest surviving Florentine representation of the Feast of Herod: the
mosaics made for the baptistery shortly after 1300. Though their style is
Byzantine in inspiration, their iconography follows no known Byzantine
model.18 The artist separates the narrative into three scenes: the dance, the

FIGURE 2. Feast of Herod, fourteenth century. Venice, San Marco. Scala/Art
Resource, NY.

18Hueck, 243–44, suggests that, since the Baptist was the city’s patron saint, there were
earlier Florentine representations that have not survived; she also ties the iconography to

Byzantine manuscripts. Although Boskovits, 289–90, sees the influence of the Parma and
Pisa lintels on the conception of the narrative, he suggests a now-lost Byzantine manuscript
or Roman monumental cycle might have been the inspiration, or, alternatively, that artists

may have been following a textual source (ibid., 301–02). The preferred Byzantine
iconography of the girl dancing with the platter on her head was known in Florence; the
baptistery possessed a Byzantine silver plaque that contained this scene, now lost, but with

a cast surviving in the Vatican: see Volbach, fig. 16c.
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beheading, and the presentation of the head to Herodias (fig. 4). Salome’s
dance is relatively restrained — she raises her right arm above her head to
snap her fingers while she bends her left knee and cocks her left arm —
but no demons impel her action. The execution of the Baptist occurs not
behind her back, but under her direct supervision, and the presentation
of the head elicits sorrowful and concerned expressions from the king and
queen as the girl appears to smile smugly. If anything, Salome appears
even more responsible for John’s death here than she does when she
dances or acts as if possessed in other depictions of the narrative.19

Regardless of how blame is spread across the three characters in the
textual tradition, then, in medieval Italian artistic convention Salome is
most often the centerpiece of the event. She dominates through her bizarre
dance or her command of the action, and the average viewer — no reader of
biblical commentary in Latin — must have focused on the girl as the
wicked heart of the story. By the end of the Middle Ages the varied textual
assignation of culpability comes, in a sense, to follow the visual tradition:
guilt is almost always laid on only one character. That guilty character is
not, however, Salome, but her mother. Both The Golden Legend and The
Meditations on the Life of Christ concentrate on the Baptist’s character as a
perfect martyr, rather than on his enemies, but in the Vita di San Giovanni
Battista, an anonymous vernacular biography of John produced in Florence
early in the fourteenth century, Herodias stands out as the active villain in

FIGURE 3. Benedetto Antelami. Feast of Herod, thirteenth century. Parma,
Baptistery of San Giovanni. Author’s photo.

19Bairati, 84–86, similarly reads this iconography as implicating Salome, but she
describes Herod as giving the head to Salome, rather than Salome presenting the head to her

mother.
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the plot.20 She abuses John from the moment he speaks to her and Herod:21

while the king seems open to the Baptist’s message and fears harming him
because he is beloved by the people, his ‘‘awful’’ wife has such control over
him that he has to follow her lead.22 Herodias consults with demons to
concoct a plot. She summons her daughter, whom the demon teaches ‘‘new
and delectable things’’;23 she instructs Herod to look sad when Salome
demands the head; she tells the girl to cry and carry on if Herod hesitates
to comply with her request. When the officer comes to execute John, all the
prisoners and guards cry out and start to ‘‘damn the girl and her mother,

FIGURE 4. Feast of Herod, Decollation of the Baptist, Presentation of the Baptist’s
Head to Herodias, ca. 1310. Florence, Baptistery of San Giovanni. Author’s photo.

20Voragine, 508, does little to define the female characters, although Herod is

described: ‘‘Herod by evil courage feigned that he was angry because of his oath. . . . But
he made no sign of sorrow save in the visage, for he was joyous in his heart; he excused the
felony of his oath, showing that he did it under the occasion of pity. Then the hangman came

and smote off his head and delivered it to the maid, the which she laid in a platter and
presented it at the dinner to her mischievous mother. And then Herod was much abashed
when he saw it.’’ In theMeditations, 177–82, Herod is ‘‘most evil,’’ Herodias is ‘‘that wicked

adulteress,’’ and Salome is ‘‘the wretched daughter of that Herodias,’’ but most of the text
urges the reader to think on John’s greatness: ‘‘See how great a man he was and how
miserably, abusively, with evil conquering he died! . . . Thus if you wish to reflect thoroughly

on this fact, after the evil deed of those people, think of the greatness of John and his unique
excellence, and then you may truly marvel.’’ Marilyn Lavin considers the Vita di San
Giovanni Battista to be an early Trecento Italian translation of a Latin original of unknown
date: Lavin, 1955.

21Vita di San Giovanni Battista, 290. The emphasis on Herodias may have been a result
of the liturgy of the Feast of the Decollation, which used Mark’s Gospel as its fundamental
text. Since Mark portrays Herod as sympathetic to John’s message and Herodias as the

driving force behind the saint’s martyrdom, it was easy to fix the blame on her: see Schuster,
3:81–84.

22Vita di San Giovanni Battista, 295.
23Ibid., 302: ‘‘e il dimonio n’era bene con lei d’insegnare cose nuove e dilettose.’’
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because they had already heard how it was they who had demanded it.’’24

Salome is certainly not innocent — a demon inhabits her as she dances,
and the ‘‘awful’’ girl takes the head to her ‘‘even more awful’’ mother — but
Herodias instigates the action and rejoices in her revenge.

A sacra rappresentazione of the beheading of St. John, performed in
Florence in the 1450s, follows a similar line.25 Herod fears the repercussions
of harming John, but his wife is determined, and he accepts her plot: it
makes him happy to please her.26 The guests urge Herod to reward Salome
for the dance and insist he keep his promise to her, further diminishing
the king’s active role in the decision, and Salome’s request, tone, and
reaction to Herod’s expressions of horror are all carefully scripted by her
mother. Herod insults Salome harshly, calling her the ‘‘worst of whores,’’
and utters unwavering disgust for the ‘‘sinful’’ and ‘‘villainous’’ request —
but such invective is typical of the period and must have appeared part of
the plot to a contemporary audience.27 Only Herodias is shown punished,
for in the last action of the play an earthquake strikes when she takes the
head from Salome, and her body is swallowed by the earth. In general, then,
while no audience could doubt that Herod, Herodias, and Salome are all
sinful, Herodias is presented as the center of the wickedness in surviving
texts that describe John’s martyrdom in early Renaissance Florence.28

At the same time that texts focus on the guilt of the women, Herodias
and Salome come to dominate the story in Italian works of art. Dressed in
contemporary costumes, acting out the narrative in lifelike settings, the
characters in early Renaissance images bring the distant historical event of
John’s martyrdom into the current world. Just as they modernize the staging
of the narratives, artists refashion the nature of the women’s wickedness:
neither freakish nor possessed, Herodias and Salome become exemplars of
depraved Renaissance women.

24Ibid., 304: ‘‘Tutti I prigioni e le guardie cominciarono a piagnere ad altissime boci,

e cominciarono a maladire la figliuola e la madre, perocch�e gi�a avevano udito come costei
l’aveva domanda.’’

25Newbigin, 113–33.
26Ibid., 123.
27Ibid., 128, 132. Calling a woman a whore was the most typical insult of the period:

see Strocchia, 1998, 54.
28This characterization of the three main actors in the narrative is typical of the

literature of the period. For example, a saint-play of the beheading written in the
mid-fourteenth century in Perugia and Lucrezia Tornabuoni de’ Medici’s poem of John
the Baptist from the 1470s also held Herodias culpable. For an analysis of the play, see

Falvey. For the poem, see Tornabuoni de’ Medici, 248–60.

RENAISSANCE QUARTERLY1162

https://doi.org/10.1086/675090 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1086/675090


2. GIOTTO’S FEAST OF HEROD IN THE PERUZZI CHAPEL

Mother and daughter do not share their dominance of the Feast of Herod:
instead, Italian artists take two approaches to the story, choosing one or
the other of the women to hold accountable for the saint’s death. In the first
approach Herodias is blamed, following closely on the interpretation of
the narrative found in contemporary texts. Giotto (ca. 1266–1337) appears
to have initiated this interpretation in a fresco cycle of the life of John
the Baptist in the Peruzzi Chapel at Santa Croce in Florence. The cycle is
undocumented, and scholars cannot agree on its dating, but it was likely
executed in the second or third decade of the fourteenth century. It comprises
three frescoes that represent the annunciation of the saint’s birth to his father,
John’s naming, and his martyrdom in an abbreviated vita that marks the
Baptist’s saintly character from conception to death.29 The Feast of Herod
is the most visible scene, at the bottom of the wall (fig. 5). The fresco is in
exceptionally poor condition, so it is helpful to look at a near copy of it, in
the predella of an altarpiece painted in the workshop of Agnolo Gaddi (ca.
1350–96) at the end of the fourteenth century, today in the Louvre (fig. 6).30

Giotto’s conception of the feast derives from the mosaics in the Florence
baptistery, although he has reworked the separate scenes into a single
continuous narrative and has made changes that alter its emphases.31 The
mosaics do not follow an established compositional formula but are still
linked to tradition; Giotto, however, breaks from the medieval versions
of the narrative. He represents the three episodes that are customarily
included — the beheading, the dance at the feast, and the presentation of
the head — but he places these events in a new kind of space and arranges
his actors in new relationships that convey multivalent messages to the
audience.

Giotto’s Baptist Cycle occupies the entire left wall of the relatively small
Peruzzi Chapel; since the chapel was originally closed off by an iron gate,
most viewers would have experienced the scenes from outside the space.

29Scholars have offered various interpretations of the vita narrative in the Peruzzi
Chapel: see Tintori and Borsook; Adams; Codell; Schwartz; Long, 2011.

30The predella was perhaps painted by the young Lorenzo Monaco (ca. 1370–1425).

On the attribution of the painting to Lorenzo, see Gronau; Zeri; Skaug. Cole, 84–87; and
Eisenberg, 200–01, ascribe the predella to the workshop of Agnolo Gaddi.

31Details that reveal Giotto’s reliance on the model of the baptistery mosaics include

the two avid onlookers, leaning on each other at Salome’s dance (on the left in the mosaic,
to the right in Giotto’s fresco); Herod’s gesture across his body to point at Salome in the
presentation of the head at the feast; and the interest in real-life details, such as the objects on

the banquet table.
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Hence, the Feast of Herod would have been viewed from an oblique angle
to the left (fig. 7).32 In response to this viewpoint Giotto arranges the
narrative to unfold before the spectator in a temporal manner. On the left
side of the scene, closest to the viewer, is the decapitated body of St. John
in the door to his prison. Blood flows from his neck toward the viewer: it is
a horrific sight, quite unusual in this period, that, in its original condition,
would probably have shocked and disturbed.33 The eye then moves beyond
the martyred body to settle on the presentation of the head at the feast.
A soldier, whose back is toward the viewer, offers the head to Herod on
a platter, who appears silent and almost still, but gestures to his left to the
figure of Salome, whose dance is so controlled that she scarcely appears to
move. These poses, together with the recession of the architectural setting,
move the eyes to the right, or, from the spectators’ experience outside the
chapel, back into space. Beyond the banquet chamber the figure of Salome
appears again, now a small girl before her mother, who faces toward the
viewer. Salome’s docile kneeling posture here, along with her relative stasis

FIGURE 5. Giotto. Feast of Herod , ca. 1320. Florence, Peruzzi Chapel, S. Croce.
Alfredo Dagli Orti/The Art Archive at Art Resource, NY.

32For a discussion of Giotto’s accommodations to the viewing angle in the Peruzzi
Chapel, see Lubbock, 141–44.

33This is one of the most damaged areas of Giotto’s fresco, but blood gushes from the

neck in the Gaddi workshop predella.
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earlier at the feast, produce an impression of the girl more as an obedient
daughter than as an active agent in John’s martyrdom. Herodias looms over
the girl— she is significantly larger— and stares, impassive and unconcerned,
into the face of St. John, whose death she has caused. By separating Herodias
from the main action, Giotto leads the spectator to a quite specific experience
of the narrative that begins at the mutilated body and ends with the
perpetrator of the plot against John. Herodias is the unfeeling villain of the
piece.34

Although the fresco represents the Baptist’s saintly character through
the horrific details of his death, Giotto’s Feast depicts more than just the
narrative of John’s martyrdom. The painting was produced within the
highly self-conscious culture of early Trecento Florence, for a patronal
family that loomed large in the mercantile society of the city. Giotto
situated all the frescoes in the chapel within a convincingly naturalistic,
contemporary context. Settings resembled the real world of fourteenth-
century Italy, costumes reflected people’s actual garb, and figures appeared
to move in lifelike ways. This naturalization of sacred stories has always
been seen as Giotto’s artistic revolution, but naturalizing also marked
significance, creating a reciprocal relationship between the imagined world
and its audience. Painted figures did not merely mimic what people in

FIGURE 6. School of Agnolo Gaddi. Feast of Herod (detail of a predella panel), ca.
1390. Paris, Louvre. � RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY.

34Cf. Bairati, 84, who argues that Giotto gives Salome ‘‘full responsibility’’; Dunkelman,
173–80, who interprets Salome as consistently innocent in Italian Renaissance representations

of the feast.
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the real world did, they mirrored actions back to the viewers, and in the
naturalistic world that Giotto created these behaviors were not only spiritual,
but also social.

One route to understanding social norms of early Renaissance conduct
for wealthy merchants is via the extensive network of didactic and pastoral
literature that emerged in twelfth-century Europe, and that only waned in
popularity in the sixteenth century.35 Written in Latin and in vernacular
languages, instructional texts were produced throughout Western Europe.
While only a few circulated widely or were translated into other languages,
the surviving texts followed patterns that suggest a pan-European approach
to defining appropriate behaviors for both men and women. In the Trecento
instructive sermons and conduct books were particularly addressed to
merchants, such as Giotto’s patrons, who had recently achieved the wealth
and influence of the nobilit�a but were still in many ways tied to the working

FIGURE 7. View from outside the chapel of Giotto, Feast of Herod, ca. 1320.
Florence, Peruzzi Chapel, S. Croce. Author’s photo.

35Hentsch; The Ideology of Conduct ; Elias; Arditi; De Gendt.
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traditions of the popolo minuto. Correct social conduct became a means for
merchant families to reinforce their connections to the former and diminish
their similarities to the latter, and instructive literature provided clear
parameters for determining proper comportment. As Laura Jacobus has
suggested for the Scrovegni Chapel, art ‘‘propagated ideological norms
of behavior in the service of the new class.’’36

One of the primary pedagogies found in didactic texts was the use of
exempla, stories that illustrated precepts in action. Exempla could come
from the Bible, from familiar stories, or from real life, and typically included
both admirable and despicable behaviors. Art historians have proposed
for some time that images, too, could serve as exempla.37 In the fourteenth
century the Florentine poet and lawyer Francesco da Barberino (1264–
1348), contended that viewers should use images to shape their behavior.38

The Dominican friar Giovanni Dominici (1356–1419), an influential
preacher and writer in early Quattrocento Florence, suggested that images
were important vehicles for properly educating children, who should grow up
with representations of ‘‘figures that would give them a love of virginity with
their mother’s milk, desire for Christ, hatred for sins, disgust at vanity,
shrinking from bad companions, and a beginning, through considering
the saints, of contemplating the supreme saint of saints.’’39 Scholars have
mostly focused on artworks as positive models of behavior, seeing depictions
of saints as paradigms of appropriate conduct, but texts make it clear that
scoundrels also offered lessons to readers in the display of unacceptable
misbehaviors. Among the latter, the actions of John the Baptist’s enemies

36Jacobus, 2008, 203. Jacobus, 1992 and 1998, are earlier explorations of the ways
Giotto’s frescoes model social behavior. For a reading of Renaissance dramas as lessons in
social conduct, see Ashley.

37On the power of portraits to shape, not just reflect, social behavior, see Hughes;
Simons; Campbell. Tinagli, 162–81, explores the potential of Renaissance paintings to serve
as exempla for positive actions; while Jacobus, 1992, 1998, and 2008, concentrates on ways

Giotto’s narratives model good behavior. Ajmar, 244, begins her essay on ‘‘exemplary
women’’ by noting that the phrase ‘‘defines those famous women from the pagan, Hebrew
and Christian traditions, including a more recent period, who were regarded in the
Renaissance as embodiments and depositories of virtues and vices,’’ but she focuses on

admirable exemplars in Italian Renaissance literature and art. See also Grieco on the use of
prints to construct positive feminine social identity in sixteenth-century Italy.

38This is the argument of MacLaren, 2007a. Francesco’s two surviving didactic works

are a Latin prose-verse text addressed to men, I Documenti d’amore (ca. 1313), and an Italian
prose-verse composition addressed to women, Reggimento e costumi di donna (ca. 1320).

39Gilbert, 145–46. Dominici is speaking specifically about girls in this quotation,

although he elsewhere notes the importance of pictures for educating boys.
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figured frequently.40 Thus, rules of conduct offered both general attitudes
toward comportment and specific interpretations of the Feast of Herod
that cast considerable light on ways early Renaissance representations of the
narrative could be understood.

The main actors in sacred narratives were normally saintly characters
and were more often male, but the Feast of Herod offered three villains,
one male and two female, which gave it a particular focus on feminine
misconduct. It was marked by a constant undercurrent of sexuality, even
when no explicit eroticism was described. Retellings of the story in the
early Renaissance made it clear that the narrative was driven by the vice
most closely linked with women: luxuria. Herod was ‘‘vinto dall’ amor’’
(‘‘lovestruck’’) for Herodias and sought only to please her, while Salome’s
demonic dance offered ‘‘delectable things’’; sensuality was implicated
throughout. By the very nature of the story Herodias and Salome were
evil — intemperate, self-indulgent, vicious — so any behaviors they displayed
had the potential to be tarred with a negative brush. The narrative thus
offered the opportunity not only to relate the story of St. John’s death,
but also to demonstrate current concepts about feminine misbehavior. Like
the many conduct books addressed to women, the Feast of Herod could
provide lessons on comportment a woman should avoid, to ‘‘serve as a
warning to her to be on her guard.’’41

In the Peruzzi Feast Giotto depicts three main actors, six subsidiary
actors, and the body of John the Baptist. He foregrounds the saint, placing
the headless body to the left, nearest the spectator outside the chapel space,
and setting the severed head at the center of the image for a viewer standing
directly before the fresco within the chapel. However, John is a passive
vehicle for the actions of Herod, Herodias, and Salome. Herod is identified
as the king by a tall hat and a large scale, and he is seated at the center of
the fresco, facing the Baptist’s head. With his powerful male nature and
prominent situation, he ought to dominate the scene, but Giotto pushes

40Examples of didactic texts that use the Feast of Herod as a negative model include
Proverbia que dicuntur super natura feminarum, 13, lines 133–36, a North Italian misogynist
text of the twelfth century; Humbert of Romans’s sermon ‘‘Ad beguinas,’’ 1270 (quoted in
Miller, 73n64); La Tour Landry, Book of the Knight, 104–05, a conduct book from late

fourteenth-century France; Garzoni, 227–30, a catalogue of famous women, both illustrious
and ‘‘laide.’’

41Thomasin von Zirclaria, 65, a North Italian cleric who wrote a conduct book in

German in the early thirteenth century. Thomasin notes that he also wrote a conduct book in
Italian, but it has been lost. The idea of providing good models for people to emulate and
bad ones for them to shun is found in many didactic texts, which often set up good/bad

exempla. For a discussion of this tradition, see Blamires, 19–31.
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him into the background: behind the table with his guests, Herod barely
registers on the audience.42 The eye instead concentrates on Salome and
Herodias, and contemporary viewers would have read their actions in light
of a strong sense of how women should not conduct themselves.

The scene takes place within Herod’s palace. Giotto creates a persuasive
impression of interior space by filling the fresco field with architecture and
sharply marking its limits. This setting is remarkably different from that in
medieval representations of the narrative, where the space of Herod’s palace
is never fully described. Although definition of interior space is one of
Giotto’s interests in his Santa Croce frescoes in general, it is particularly
appropriate to this narrative, for the domestic interior is the sphere of
female action. Restricting women to their homes was a constant in the
pastoral and didactic literature of the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance,
and while men had authority over women at all times, the wife was to take
charge of the domestic economy, managing the household and raising the
children.43

Since a domestic setting was normally considered a woman’s sphere,
Trecento viewers would likely have looked for Herodias in this scene, even
had Giotto not made her the focal point of the composition. She is an
isolated, unfeeling character, lacking any of the merciful and nurturing
qualities considered essential to a good woman.44 Her segregation from
all company is unexpected. In medieval representations she is most often
seated at the table, among the banquet guests; in the few examples when she

42Schwartz, 551–52, appears to read Herod as the dominant figure. In the Gaddi

workshop copy of Giotto’s fresco, Herod clearly dominates. Gaddi gives him a superhuman
scale, clothes him in a blue garment that stands out against the red and yellow palette of the
rest of the banquet scene (Herodias is similarly garbed in the next room), and tones down the

subsidiary figures (the costume of the fiddler and the reaction of the servant behind Salome),
which minimizes competition with the king. For Gaddi, the male must assume his usual
domination.

43Vecchio. Virtually every moralist and preacher addressing women makes this point.
Krueger, 109, notes that for Christine de Pizan ‘‘bourgeois female ‘honor’ entails efficient
management of a domestic system, and . . . women are the prime commanders of such
order.’’ Alberti, 1969, 207, writes: ‘‘it would hardly win us respect if our wife busied herself

among the men in the marketplace, out in the public eye. It also seems somewhat demeaning
to me to remain shut up in the house among women when I have manly things to do among
men.’’ On women’s spaces in Renaissance Italy see Davis; Weddle; Tomas.

44La Tour Landry, 136: ‘‘woman of her nature shulde be pitous moche more than the
man. . . a woman shulde not be a chiche of that she hathe in gret plente, that is to saye, of
wepinge teris, and of piteous herte, to have pitee on. . .[those] that she seithe in necessitee.’’

On nurturing qualities as a defining characteristic of good women, see Blamires, 82–95.
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is separate, she is normally flanked by companions.45 While nothing as
obvious as disorder reveals her mismanagement, things are nevertheless
awry in the palace: bloodshed on her threshold; presentation of a horrific
dish at her table; lack of supervision, or even a female companion, for her
daughter; and indifference to John’s suffering. All signal to the contemporary
audience that Herodias is not a proper woman.46 That she acted against
a man of God makes her still more despicable: in a thirteenth-century
conduct book from France, Herodias’s folly is her ‘‘hatred of all holy
men.’’47 Most serious of all, her improprieties have brought dishonor to the
casa. In the Trecento the casa was both the house and the family, and any
failure on the wife’s part to protect the former brought shame to the latter.
Sexual misbehavior was the most dangerous threat to family honor: while
Herodias displays no such conduct in the fresco, the whole plot is motivated
by her adultery, so the implication of unchastity pervades the scene.48

Luxuria does not, at first, appear to have any role to play in Giotto’s
fresco; the style of his bulky figures, with their measured movements and
enveloping garments, does not lend itself to sensuality.49 But there are two
elements of the painting that would have reminded viewers of the sexual
current informing the narrative: nude statues stand on the roofline of
Herod’s palace, and Salome is the only woman in the banqueting hall.50

Although Trecento artists and audiences were familiar with ancient nudes,
they would have associated them with pagan luxuria, not with Jewish tetrarchs,

45As, for example, on the bronze doors at San Zeno in Verona. The striking nature of
Giotto’s isolation of Herodias in a separate chamber is emphasized by the number of later
versions of the feast that duplicate this motif. See, for example, Matteo Giovanetti’s (ca.

1322–68) frescoes at Avignon, Giovanni del Biondo’s (fl. 1356–98) Baptist Altarpiece from
the Contini Bonacossi Collection in Florence, and Masolino’s (ca. 1383–1447) fresco at
Castiglione Olona.

46Christine de Pizan, 171–77, describes the kind of household management wealthy
urban women like Herodias (or Giotto’s patrons) should exert, with ‘‘all things ordered and
in their place.’’ They should be ‘‘wise in all their doings, and in no way be intemperate, which

requires no maliciousness, no wickedness.’’
47Grigsby, 1961, 476, 479; Grigsby, 1962, 38.
48Kirshner, 6–11; Klapisch-Zuber, 117–19; Musacchio, 76–85.
49Cf. Schwartz, 551, who describes Salome’s pose (as paralleled in Andrea Pisano’s

dancing Salome) as ‘‘erotic.’’
50While nude statues do occasionally appear on the roofs of ancient buildings in other

Trecento frescoes (for example, naked putti in Pietro Lorenzetti’s Last Supper at Assisi, ca.
1318), the charged character of these elements is indicated by Gaddi’s elimination of them in
the predella copy: he clothes the statues on the roof and exchanges the two male servants
behind Salome for a female servant. On the erotic character of pagan nude statues in this

period, see Long, 2012.
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and girls in this period were consistently cautioned that appearing in public
without female companions ‘‘could diminish [their] honor.’’51 Such warnings
came from female as well as male writers: in the Livre des trois vertus, Christine
de Pizan (1363–ca. 1430) advised girls at festivities not to go among the men,
but ‘‘always stay near their mothers or other women.’’52

Beyond her lack of female companions, Salome’s dancing was itself
potentially troubling, and, while her pose was far from acrobatic, Giotto
raises a link to the problematic jongleur tradition by dressing the musician
in a parti-colored garment and having him play the vielle. Both costume
and instrument were favored by jongleurs, and the vielle was the preferred
instrument for dance music in the fourteenth century.53 But dance of any
kind could be a problem. Exempla in moralizing literature normally
condemned dancing; often demons were part of the dance.54 This familiar
connection between dance and devilry could have revived in viewers’
minds the demon that inspired Salome’s dance in the Trecento vita of
the Baptist and in several medieval representations of the scene.

On the other hand, social dancing was a popular patrician pastime, as
Boccaccio in the fourteenth century, and Castiglione in the sixteenth, made
clear. Moreover, dance and music became an increasingly important part
of Italian public rituals and ceremonies in the early Renaissance, and girls
from the best families were expected to perform with no dishonor. Both
male and female dancers celebrated triumphs and weddings and served to
welcome important dignitaries to Italian cities. Even major religious festivals
in Florence were marked by public dancing; while professional performers
could be used, the young elite also typically participated in these ceremonies.
Indeed, works of art from the period illustrate such types of festive moments,
for example, Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s Effects of Good Government.55

Still, condemnations of dance continued throughout the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries. Not only did clerics question the propriety of the
activity, but a direct association between dance and lasciviousness was
spelled out in Quattrocento dance manuals, which surely reflected a familiar

51Barberino, 132; Casagrande, 84–85.
52Christine de Pizan, 195: ‘‘se gardent que trop ne s’empressent entre hommes, mais

tousjours se tirent vers leurs meres ou les autres femmes.’’
53Faral, 63–64; Saffioti, 115–17; Nevile, 2008b, 26. Gaddi’s predella does not

duplicate the musician’s costume.
54Arcangeli, 1992.
55Sparti in Guglielmo, 47–61, gives a broad overview of the social circumstances

for fifteenth-century dancing in Italy. Bryce summarizes female dance performances in
Quattrocento Florence. See also Nevile, 2008a; Brown; Sparti; McGee. For a recent discussion

of the dance in Lorenzetti’s fresco, with a review of the literature, see Havenstein.
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opinion within the secular elite.56 Guglielmo Ebreo da Pesaro (ca. 1420–ca.
1484), dance master at various Northern Italian courts in the second half
of the fifteenth century, wrote a treatise on proper dance form around 1463,
in which he acknowledges disapproval of the pastime: ‘‘often, in the guise
of honour, [corrupt souls] even make it pimp for their shameful lewdness
so that they may slyly use dancing to satisfy their lust.’’57 Because of the
ambiguous attitude toward dance, its acceptability depended on strictly
controlled movements. Dance manuals and conduct books made clear
the limited range of movements that characterized appropriate dance,
especially for women. For example, Francesco da Barberino recommended
that if a woman were asked to dance ‘‘she should do it modestly, without
affectations; not trying to leap like a jongleuse, so that no one says she is
weak-minded,’’ while Guglielmo Ebreo da Pesaro defended dance against
the accusation that it was ‘‘wicked and sinful’’ by arguing that ‘‘noble,
virtuous, and honest’’ dancers would demonstrate their worthiness by
following his precepts for ‘‘measured’’ movement.58

Salome’s dance raised particular problems; since she was the daughter
of the ruler, her performance at Herod’s feast could be considered an
appropriate patrician presentation, but the dire consequences of her action
cast its propriety in doubt.59 For clerics everything about the dance was bad,
while for other writers Salome’s dance could be more equivocal. Lucrezia

56Arcangeli, 2008, 284, notes: ‘‘Moral judgments on dance tended to cluster around

two extreme positions of enthusiastic approval or uncompromising condemnation, with no
middle ground.’’ Dance manuals were written for educated patrician audiences: see Sparti’s
introduction in Guglielmo, 3–61. There was a clear implication in these texts that correct

dance movements were not only virtuous, but aristocratic. Nevile, 2008a, 85, notes that
properly performed dance movements served as a ‘‘social marker’’ that distinguished
aristocrats from the lower classes.

57Guglielmo, 90–91.
58Barberino, 135: I have slightly altered Stoppino’s translation to more explicitly

indicate the meaning of giollara, ‘‘jongleuse.’’ Guglielmo, 112–15, observes that ‘‘many

murders, sins, and other evils come of [dance]; that is, when this art is performed and
practised by dissolute, vile, base, and lecherous men to whom. . .I forbid and refuse it.’’ He
further notes (ibid., 108–09) that a ‘‘virtuous woman’’ must ‘‘behave and conduct herself
with far more discretion and modesty than the man.’’ Fermor, 1987, 29, 32n20, explains the

limited movements that are described as appropriate in dance manuals; she suggests painters
were ‘‘almost inevitably forced to exaggerate [dancers’] movements’’ to make their actions
clear to viewers, but also remarks that ‘‘energetic and indecorous dance’’ could indicate

‘‘lascivious behaviour.’’
59In Hebrew tradition dance could be worshipful — as with David and Miriam — or

sinful. Salome was typically singled out by medieval and Renaissance exegetes as the epitome

of a wicked dancer: Apostolos-Cappadona, 97.
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Tornabuoni de’ Medici (1425–82) gives just such an ambiguous reading
when she describes the girl’s ‘‘graceful’’ dancing in her poem of the Baptist’s
life written in the 1470s:

She seemed as though she was sent from heaven,
so beautifully adorned, so gentle and pretty;
her garment was a lovely veil
adorned with jewels, a marvelous thing,
an incredible thing to see,
and I conceal nothing of her beauty;
so pretty was the garment she was wearing,
and how perfectly it complemented her loveliness!

But when the performance ended with the Baptist’s beheading, his followers
‘‘blamed the dancing.’’60 Hence Salome’s dancing was liminal, beautiful but
perilous, and the way an artist represented it determined how the audience
would judge the action.

As a representation of a dance in Giotto’s fresco, Salome’s pose is
somewhat puzzling. Her body is utterly upright, and there is no indication
she moves her legs or torso in any way; she is far from a jongleuse and dances
in the modest fashion approved by the conduct books. The artist of the
baptistery mosaics gives a stronger impression of movement with his Salome:
there she twists her torso, tilts her head, and swings her arms. Although
Giotto shows Salome’s arms raised, the gesture of her right arm is so
damaged that nineteenth-century restorers of the fresco touched up the
figure to carry a harp.61 The artist could have chosen to represent a more
defined dance posture, as is evident by the predella panel of the Justice
figure at Padua, in which he depicts figures dancing more freely. In
restraining Salome’s movements Giotto minimizes the inappropriate action
that was the basis of her condemnation by commentators on this scene.
He also demonstrates that the girl follows the precepts for appropriately

60Tornabuoni de’ Medici, 256, 262.
61This can be seen in an Alinari photograph of the fresco made before the restoration

of the 1950s: Tintori and Borsook, 28–29. Borsook describes Salome as beckoning the

soldier to bring her the head rather than dancing, suggesting ‘‘most of the [Trecento]
copyists misinterpreted the position of her fingers as merely a conventional dance gesture.’’
This is a curious observation, given that the Trecento copyists could still see Salome’s

fingers clearly, whereas Borsook had only a severely damaged fresco to examine. She is
followed by Merkel, 29–30; and Oy Marra, 143. The presence of a musician actively
playing and the Trecento copyists’ depiction of Salome’s pose seem reliable signals that she

dances in Giotto’s fresco.
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controlled movement for females that was reiterated by contemporary
writers.62

Salome is just a girl: her small size in the banquet hall and in her
mother’s chamber and her restrained, respectful postures in both scenes
clearly signify her docility. She has been set into this spectacle by a maternal
failure, indeed, by Herodias’s outright connivance. Salome’s exposure is
clarified by the servants standing at her back. They block any access to
more private parts of the palace and stare intently at the girl as they whisper
about her actions. Whispering was a behavior conduct books discouraged,
for ‘‘things which one is reluctant to make known are never correct and
honorable,’’ and it indicated that the subject of the whispering was held in
low esteem.63 According to moralists, being the object of stares and rumors
was the most embarrassing situation a girl could experience, and several
early Renaissance writers indicated that Salome was put into this difficult
situation by her mother, rather than by her own sinful character. Both the
Florentine poet Antonio Pucci (ca. 1310–88), in the mid-Trecento, and
Lucrezia Tornabuoni de’ Medici in the 1470s, excused the daughter as
obedient to Herodias’s will; a thirteenth-century French conduct book
used her to offer a rather mild social lesson to readers, suggesting Salome
should have known not to ask her mother for advice.64

Giotto thus outlined a particular interpretation of the Feast of Herod
that mitigated Salome’s role to focus onHerodias’s culpability, using current
concepts of appropriate feminine comportment to illustrate the dispositions
of his characters and to serve as exempla to his audience. Beholders could
understand Salome’s relative innocence through her behavior at the same
time that they were instructed about how household mismanagement might

62Barberino, 133: ‘‘her hands and limbs [should be] steady, because motions and gestures
in a girl are a sign of affectations, and in an adult of a fickle heart.’’ See also Casagrande, 95.

63Thomasin von Zirclaria, 62.
64Pucci, 49, described Salome in a poetic dialogue defending women against

misogynists: ‘‘She was instructed by her mother / To ask for that gift / And since every

girl must obey her mother / She was not malicious / But should be seen as having some
good / Because she acted against her faith / She should be seen as somewhat worthy’’ (my
translation). Lucrezia Tornabuoni de’ Medici, 254, suggested the girl had become a follower
of the Baptist: ‘‘How lucky for her and her mother / that she had taken on such lovely

manners, / for she was full of grace and not at all vain. / She had even begun to follow / the
true light of the true faith / at the time her father went to see John at the river; / she had been
honest and respectful, / she feared infamy, and was not shameless.’’ The Miroir des Bonnes
Femmes analyzed Salome asking her mother what to request from Herod: ‘‘one should never
seek advice about a person from someone who loves or hates that person because love and
hate disturb the power of judgment’’: Grigsby, 1961, 480. Jordan, 10–13, outlines some

sympathetic interpretations of Salome in late medieval exegesis.
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make a womanHerodias-like. Notions of proper conduct both illuminated the
religious narrative and accentuated lessons about contemporary life in his fresco.

3. ANDREA PISANO’S DOORS ON THE BAPT ISTERY

OF FLORENCE

Giotto’s approach to the narrative strongly influenced Florentine representations
of the feast for the next century. While many artists largely mimicked his
composition, Andrea Pisano (1290–1348) revised it, even as he followed
Giotto’s emphasis on Herodias’s guilt. The bronze doors of the baptistery
in Florence (1330–36) were commissioned by the Arte di Calimala, whose
members were of the same patrician, merchant class as the Peruzzi —
indeed, the Peruzzi were members of the guild.65 It was a civic, rather than
a personal, commission, however, for John was the patron saint of the city,
and the baptistery was one of Florence’s most important public buildings.
The large bronze doors were ostentatious objects: both the materials and
the technical complications of their fabrication allowed the doors to signify
a special status for Florence as represented by its patron saint. The Calimala
hired Andrea to fashion the largest cycle of John’s life yet created in Italy: it
comprised twenty episodes rather than Giotto’s three (or the baptistery
mosaics’ fifteen), and it shaped John’s life as a parallel to that of Christ,
with scenes arranged according to the saint’s youth (which paralleled Christ’s
infancy), his mission (Christ’s ministry), and his martyrdom (the Passion).
The goal of the cycle was to illustrate the Baptist’s extraordinary character as
forerunner — similar in tone to the account in The Golden Legend—and the
sacrificial character of his death formed a critical element of this message.

Andrea’s version of the feast is more expansive than that of any of his
predecessors. He tells the story through four scenes rather than the more
usual three: Salome’s dance at the banquet, the beheading of John, the
presentation of John’s head at the banquet, and Herodias’s reception of
the head from her daughter (fig. 8). The door combines the iconography
of the baptistery mosaics with that of Giotto: as in the former, Salome
dances in one banquet scene and John’s head is presented in a second; as
in the latter, Herodias is isolated in a separate chamber at the end of the
narrative.66 Since the doors have twenty panels to depict the life of the

65Falk; Kreytenberg, 19–35; Moskowitz, 27–30; Andres, Hunisak, and Turner,

1:141–48; Schwarz, 549–52.
66For a close comparison of Andrea’s reliefs with the baptistery mosaics and Giotto’s

frescoes, see Falk and L�anyi. Schwarz, 549–52, argues that Andrea’s doors were the model for

Giotto, rather than vice versa.
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Baptist, one might argue that expanding this part of the vita is space filling,
but it also allows Andrea to focus the narrative on Herodias.

The composition of the Dance panel is strongly influenced by the
banquet portion of Giotto’s fresco. The musician stands to the left of the
table; two guests and Herod, who wears a high hat, sit behind the table at

FIGURE 8. Andrea Pisano. Life of John the Baptist (detail), ca. 1335. Florence,
Baptistery of San Giovanni, south door. Author’s photo.
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the center; and Salome dances to the right. The scene is highly simplified,
with a background curtain standing in for the architectural setting and
five figures spread evenly across the panel. Physically it is hard to argue
for a focal point, but psychologically Salome dominates here, as all four
men face her, and the three seated at the table concentrate on her dance.67

Again she is the sole woman at a male gathering, an unacceptable
situation in this period, but she is not as small as she was in Giotto’s
painting, nor does she appear as docile. Moreover, her adult figure beneath
the gown is more emphasized, so there is some sense of enticement in her
dance.

Salome is the most graceful figure in this scene. She wears her hair rolled
around her head in a fashionable style typical of women in Northern
European (rather than Italian) art in this period and tops it with a delicate
crown; her dress is embroidered at neck and sleeves and flows elegantly
behind her.68 Her pose is once again controlled, although she displays
slightly more movement than Giotto’s figure in the tilting of her shoulders
and the pressing of her left leg against her skirt. The relief is in fine condition,
and viewers can see that her arms are poised in a carefully calculated position,
possibly the same pose as in Giotto’s fresco. The gestures of the arms, and
particularly of the fingers of the right hand, find parallels in other images of
dancers: for example, the figure of Venus in the top border of the Effects of
Good Government at Siena from 1348, and dancing courtiers and ladies in
the Codex Manesse, a collection of love poems produced in Zurich in the
first half of the fourteenth century.69 Perhaps Andrea copied this pose
from some other image of dance, but it may be that this gesture was part
of a formal dance choreography. If so, it would be a sign of social status,
for dance training was reserved for the elite, and choreographed dances
were one way that the upper classes in Renaissance Italy distinguished
themselves from the rest of society. The goal of training was to teach
dancers to regulate their bodies in a beautiful way, and restrained movements

67Falk, 37, suggests Herod’s expression is particularly pointed, while John M. Hunisak
interprets the king’s gesture of clutching the table with his right hand: ‘‘The gesture, together
with his proximity to his stepdaughter and his penetrating gaze, suggests a psychologically

complex, almost perverse electricity flowing between the two of them’’: Andres, Hunisak,
and Turner, 1:140.

68For examples of this hairstyle, see The Taymouth Hours (British Library, Yates

Thompson 13), an English book of hours from the second quarter of the fourteenth
century.

69For a photograph of the Venus figure, see Starn, 95; for dancers, see Codex Manesse,
Biblioteca Palatina, Heidelberg, fols. 70v, 146r, 312r.
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were designed to express a harmonious soul.70 Salome’s dance, then, could
reveal her in a positive light: comely, reticent, graceful, and aristocratic.

John’s execution occurs in its own panel and, as in the baptistery
mosaics, the saint has not yet been decapitated. But Salome is not present
in Andrea’s relief: this is an all-male affair. The Baptist kneels meekly, while
the executioner swings his sword and two soldiers look on; their expressions
appear sorrowful, and the executioner even turns his face into his arm, as
if he cannot bear the deed. Just as the Trecento vita suggests, they have
probably been swayed by John’s sanctity.71 The figures are dignifiedmasculine
types who restrain their emotions — even the executioner avoids grabbing
John’s hair, as he did in the mosaic — which typifies the male ideal found
in contemporary conduct books: in the words of the Chevalier de la Tour
Landry, ‘‘the man is of more of harde corage than the woman.’’72

The second banquet scene follows John’s beheading: thus Andrea places
it on the baptistery door directly under the first banquet scene, and its
composition closely follows that of the Dance. The setting and the men at
the table are basically the same. Whereas in the first scene the fiddler was
at the left, now Salome stands there, and the official with the head occupies
the right side of the relief, where she danced in the earlier episode. It is hard
not to see a parallel between the dance and the severed head that implies
cause and effect. Salome, however, shows no desire for the head in this
relief: she leans back, away from the table where the platter has been set, and
folds her arms tightly across her torso in a gesture that suggests reluctance
and passivity. One of the guests at the table even turns to her and motions
her toward the head, but she is locked in place. Salome’s dance may have
caused John’s beheading; the young woman, however, did not will it.

In the final scene Salome presents the head to her mother. Here, for the
only time on the doors, Andrea has created an architectural setting that
completely encloses the figures and projects strongly from the surface.
As a result, this relief stands out sharply from the other narratives. The

70Fermor, 1992, 79–82; Nevile, 2008a, 85–88. Guglielmo, 90–91, writes that his
concept of trained dancing (what he calls the ‘‘virtue and art of dancing’’) ‘‘most favours and
befits those whose hearts are loving and generous and those whose spirits are ennobled by
a heavenly bent rather than by a fortuitous inclination. But it is completely alien to, and the

mortal enemy of, vile and rude mechanicals who often, with corrupt souls and treacherous
minds, turn it from a liberal art and virtuous science into something adulterous and
ignoble.’’ Surviving dance choreography dates no earlier than the mid-fifteenth century in

Italy, but for positive attitudes toward dance in Trecento Siena (and Italy in general), see
Havenstein, 170–99.

71Moskowitz, 25.
72La Tour Landry, 136.
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architecture symbolizes the casa and recalls Herodias’s dishonoring of the
family. As with Giotto’s fresco, viewers feel that they are inside, in the
domain of the mother, and Salome seems far smaller here than she did in
the banquet narratives.73 Herodias is a rather bulky figure, raised up on
a platform so that she fills the space from top to bottom, and she presents
a somewhat disheveled appearance, with her hair half falling down her
neck. Salome appears meek in her crouching pose, a shadowed void over her
head: she is a very different girl from the lithe and comely dancer at the
banquet. The changes in her demeanor across the three scenes in which
she appears offer a strong impression that Salome is Herodias’s pawn, for
her confidence seems to dwindle the closer she gets to her mother: dancing
like the princess she is at the banquet, stunned at the consequences of that
dance when the platter is brought in, and submissive to the will of the
unlovely Herodias as she offers her the head.

The arrangement of the four scenes allows Andrea to convey two
important points about the women in the narrative. First, the propriety of
Salome’s behavior is underlined by repetition: in both banquet scenes she
is entirely composed. Her dance is extraordinarily controlled, as in Giotto’s
painting, allowing little movement of the body, but she is also tightly
restrained at the presentation, her arms locked over her chest as she gazes
solemnly at John’s head from across the room. Second, the addition of
the extra banquet scene permits Andrea to line up Herodias’s reception of
the head with John’s beheading, above, and burial, below. The mother is
a massive figure who dwarfs her obedient daughter and callously accepts
the gruesome relic: chillingly placed between two images of John’s demise,
she is equated with death.

In Giotto’s and Andrea’s reading of the narrative, Salome maintains
the character of the Renaissance good girl: a decoration to the household,
modest in her demeanor, obedient to her parents in her actions, and
submissive to her elders in her behavior. Herodias, on the other hand, breaks
the rules. She fails to be the good wife and mother who safeguards the
honor of the house and the well-being of those within it. In neither work
does she show the compassion or concern that Renaissance audiences
expected of the mistress of a household, and in Giotto’s painting bloodshed
on the doorstep and atrocity in the banquet hall lead ineluctably to the figure
of Herodias, while on Andrea Pisano’s doors she is visually equated with
dismemberment and death. Herodias is no monster in these images. Despite
their dire consequences, her actions fall within the range of relatively

73Falk, 38, describes Salome as ‘‘very young’’ in this scene.
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ordinary misbehavior, and she thus exemplifies conduct that Renaissance
matrons must avoid.

4. QUATTROCENTO ATTITUDES TOWARD

EDUCATING GIRLS

In the fifteenth century Salome reemerged as the dominant character in
Florentine representations of the Feast of Herod. There is no change in
extant Quattrocento literature describing the event that would account for
the shift of focus from Herodias to her daughter in images of the scene. The
Florentine sacra rappresentazione of John’s martyrdom that survives from
midcentury continues to vilify and punish Herodias as the architect of
the plot against the saint, and Lucrezia Tornabuoni de’ Medici’s poetic vita
of the Baptist makes Salome the innocent pawn of her mother.74 Thus
no direct textual explanation for the new emphasis on the girl survives.
However, a broader shift of attitudes toward young women has been
identified in Italian culture in this period, which may explain the
transformation of the visual iconography.

Evidence indicates a growing role for adolescents in early fifteenth-
century Florence. Richard Trexler’s analysis of youth participation in the
city’s public rituals suggests that ‘‘adolescence became a new fetish of
a deeply religious society’’ in this period.75 In concentrating on the public
sphere, studies tracing this development have focused on boys, but for
several decades scholars also have noted that from the late Trecento Italians
were preoccupied with unmarried girls as essential bearers of family honor.
The salient characteristic of these girls was their chastity, the preservation
of which was to be ensured via a number of strategies. Girls were carefully
guarded from outsiders and were married young, typically in their mid-
teens, to limit opportunities for perilous contact with males. Ever-growing
proportions of family resources were dedicated to dowries that safely
channeled girls’ sexuality toward marriage. And increasing numbers of
girls were pressed into convents where, it was hoped, the physical enclosure
of their sexuality would uphold the honor of the family.76 Each of these

74For the play, see Newbigin, 113–33.
75Trexler, 1974, 246. See also Fulton; Randolph, 178–83.
76On marriage ages, see Molho; and Chojnacki, 187, who notes: ‘‘For many parents, the

operative principle regarding daughters’ marriage ages was haste.’’ On dowries see Kirshner;

Klapisch-Zuber, 117–31, 213–46; Chojnacki, 76–111, 132–52. On monachization, Trexler,
1972, estimates that in 1336 1.6 percent of the female population of Florence was cloistered
but by 1552 that number had risen to 13 percent. See also Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber,

73–79; Chojnacki, 37–39. On ‘‘monacation without vocation,’’ see Menchi, 274–77.
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methods engendered its own problematic consequences: girls who were
physically of an age to bear children were not necessarily psychologically
prepared for the task of mothering, excessive dowries tended to drain families’
wealth, and forced monachization both distressed family relationships and
failed to always safeguard a girl’s innocence. While a concern for the
chastity of young women was hardly novel — as not only saints’ lives but
also didactic and pastoral texts from the Middle Ages make clear — the
pursuit of new strategies for protecting girls’ purity that went to the point
of endangering family patrimonies and imprisoning unwilling daughters
in convents suggests that this issue had become almost an obsession during
the early Renaissance.

External control of girls was the chief tactic for preserving their honor,
but coaching them to protect their own virtue was also important. While
girls’ education traditionally came primarily from their mothers, a growing
interest in their formal instruction was expressed by humanist thinkers and
put into practice with the emergence of educational institutions outside the
home from early in the fifteenth century in Florence. Although there is no
evidence for a fixed pedagogical program in these institutions, an insistence
on moral behaviors — that is, behaviors that heightened religious devotion
and maintained chastity — does appear to have been a constant, and exempla
were one of the chief tools used to indoctrinate students.77 Thus, intensified
concern about youthful female chastity went hand-in-hand with enhanced
training of girls during the Quattrocento.

A role for images in teaching appropriate and inappropriate behaviors
had already been established in the Trecento; given the new cultural emphasis
on girls, it seems hardly surprising that the visual arts would follow suit and
focus on lessons for nubile women. The Feast of Herod offered that most
rare exemplar in Christian iconography, a girl behaving badly. While the
Virgin and a whole range of female martyrs could model virtuous conduct
to be emulated, only Salome provided a dishonorable display that should
be avoided at all costs.

5. DONATELLO ’S FEAST OF HEROD

Perhaps the first instance in Quattrocento art of an emphasis on Salome is
found in a relief by Donatello (ca. 1386–1466) for the baptistery font
at Siena, from ca. 1425 (fig. 9). Like Giotto’s and Andrea’s narratives,

77Strocchia, 1999. Strocchia, 2003, 181, notes that moral rather than intellectual
learning was the centerpiece of female education in the Quattrocento. Knox, 246–48,

discusses the use of exemplary women in girls’ education.
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Donatello’s Feast of Herod is part of a Baptist cycle, but the individual scenes
were designed by several different artists.78 The font commission was opened
by the operaio of the Duomo in 1416, in response to a committee of citizens
who wanted a font that suited the beauty of their cathedral, while the
narrative reliefs were cast in the mid-1420s. An object of civic pride, in
competition with the many costly commissions assigned in Florence in the
early Quattrocento, the cycle was an expensive and complicated endeavor
that avoided duplicating any Florentine version of the Baptist’s life.

Comprising six episodes, the cycle begins with the annunciation of
John’s birth and his naming, represents his preaching and the baptism
of Christ, and ends with his arrest and the Feast of Herod. Like Andrea
Pisano’s doors, it divides the vita into three categories: infancy, ministry, and
martyrdom.79 In contrast to earlier cycles, it omits John’s actual beheading.

FIGURE 9. Donatello. Feast of Herod, 1425. Siena, Baptistery of San Giovanni.
Author’s photo.

78For an analysis of the font, see Paoletti; Carli.
79Paoletti, 142, defines the font’s program as biblical, not dependent on ‘‘either

apocryphal writings or medieval hagiographies.’’ Falk, 156; and Kreytenberg, 27, note that
the tripartite arrangement is biblical as well: Luke describes the Baptist’s birth and childhood,

all four Gospels discuss his mission, and his death is found in Mark and Matthew.
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This is unlikely to have been the artist’s decision: a document recording
the final payment for Donatello’s relief in October of 1427 describes it
‘‘when the head of St. John was brought to the feast of the king,’’ which
implies that the operaio had requested this subject.80 Curiously, scholars
have not remarked upon the singular absence of the critical beheading scene.
Its omission takes the audience’s attention off St. John as a martyr to focus it
on responses to his death, suggesting that the goal of the cycle may have been
hortatory as much as hagiographical, designed to teach viewers not only
Christian history, but also how to behave among their peers.

There is, in fact, no scholarly agreement on the exact iconography of
Donatello’s image. That it shows Herod’s feast is clear, and while the relief
is far more complex than those of Andrea Pisano, a general compositional
relationship can be detected. In the foreground of his relief Donatello
conflates Andrea’s two banquet scenes, returning to the customary
representation of the event, in which the head is presented at the table
while Salome still dances. The king sits at the table, this time to the left,
with a soldier kneeling before him to present the head; two guests sit
behind the table, and Salome dances to the right.81 The avid onlookers
from the baptistery mosaic and Giotto’s fresco crowd behind Salome,
while the fiddler plays in the middle ground behind the dining chamber.
Donatello adds small boys scrambling to get away from the head to the left
side of the scene.

The figure immediately to the right of Herod is sometimes identified as
Herodias. Before Giotto she was usually represented at the table, as in the
baptistery mosaics, so her presence here would be no surprise. However,
despite a slight suggestion of breasts, the figure is more typical of Donatello’s
masculine figures: as in Giotto’s and Andrea’s images, then, the figure is

80Paoletti, 40, doc. 330: ‘‘quand fu recata la testa di san giovanni a la mensa de re.’’ I am

grateful to the Renaissance Quarterly reader who reminded me that Donatello often takes an
idiosyncratic approach to representation — for example, in the bronze David — but the
Sienese authorities would surely have rejected the relief had they found it unacceptable; they

did, after all, reject the sportello he made for the baptistery tabernacle. On this point, see
Wilkins, 122.

81A number of scholars have suggested that Salome is not dancing in this scene, but they
fail to explain Salome’s twisting pose or waving arms and leg, which form no part of normal

locomotion. See Paoletti, 56, who writes that ‘‘any attempt to read her movement as a dance
overlooks the emotion expressed by her face,’’ but later notes that her pose is derived from
antique representations of dancing maidens. Oy Marra, 144, describes the pose as Salome

entering the room quickly, not dancing. Manca, 61, writes: ‘‘Salome, having just finished
her dance, still retains a bit of the elegance of movement associated with her dancing
performance.’’ Scholars’ confusion about her pose is puzzling, given that medieval images often

show Salome unmistakably dancing in the acrobatic pose when the head is brought in.
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probably a male guest.82 Another area of scholarly disagreement involves
the background scene of the image. A soldier carries the head on a platter
toward three women: they might be random bystanders who merely witness
the head conveyed to the feast, although there is no precedent for their
inclusion in the narrative, or one of those women may be Herodias,
a common actor in depictions of the event. The head is the only object in
the relief that is repeated, but there are no precedents or narrative-symbolic
traditions for depicting its transport to the banquet. Since the normal
iconography of the feast includes the presentation of the head to Herodias
(at the table or in a separate chamber), it seems most likely that, as Janson
suggests, this detail refers to that scene.83

Where Giotto’s and Andrea’s figures are highly controlled, Donatello’s
are intensely dramatic. Ostensibly he depicts the same narrative as his
predecessors, but in Donatello’s relief every figure is in movement, and every
emotion is heightened. Herod throws up his hands and pulls back from
the horrible sight, while his dinner guests struggle to get away from it. Such
extreme reactions are frowned upon in conduct books, which urge men to
restrain their emotions and always act with composure. The vivid expressions
of Donatello’s men could thus signal that they are all behaving badly, but
these same reactions are also so consistent with the abnormal situation of
the narrative that contemporary viewers might have seen them as totally
naturalistic.84 Their appalled, disgusted countenances contrast strongly with
the reaction of Salome, drawing attention to her as she continues to twist and
turn her body sinuously and fasten her dogged gaze upon her victim.

The decorum of Trecento representations of Salome gives way in
Donatello’s sculpture to a girl who, although not outlandish like medieval

82Short hair on a woman is not typical of Donatello. Moreover, Giovanni di Paolo
(1398–1482), who painted predella panels with scenes from the life of the Baptist in the

1450s (Art Institute, Chicago, and National Gallery, London), very closely follows
Donatello’s relief, and this figure is male in his painting. Scholars who identify the figure
as Herodias include: Bennett and Wilkins, 163; Lubbock, 193.

83Janson, 70–71; Hartt, 146; Pope-Hennessey, 79. Rejecting this reading are Carli, 19;
Bennett and Wilkins, 164; Lubbock, 193; and Ames-Lewis, 56, who suggests that Donatello
deploys the narrative forward through space, starting with the ‘‘execution of St. John
(indicated by the head carried on a charger in the furthest spatial plane).’’

84Knox, 10, notes that modestia (restrained behavior) was expected of both males and
females: ‘‘That standard was by origin classical — pagan — yet it was one which the Middle
Ages and Renaissance linked to the Christian ideal of chastity and thereby associated above

all with women.’’ Alberti, 1973, 3:78, both condemns figures’ excessive movements and
argues that artists should represent movements that reflect characters’ state of mind: ‘‘for the
greatest disturbance of the soul there are similar great movements of the members.’’

Donatello, of course, often represents figures in extreme emotional and physical states.
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Salomes, is nonetheless improper. Her pose can best be described as slithery,
as her right arm and left leg swing behind her, while her left arm crosses over
her front. Her draperies cling indecorously to the left leg, outlining its
shape in a series of curves and counter-curves that are entirely unlike the
concealing ample folds in the dress of Giotto’s or Andrea’s Salome. Although
no specific prototype has been found for the pose, scholars usually trace it to
classical representations of dancing maenads.85 Such reliefs not only model
the emphasis on feminine curves found in Donatello’s panel, but also offer
a meaningful interpretive scheme, for maenads are followers of Bacchus,
and their dancing is part of their carnal worship of that pagan god. Choosing
this model allows Donatello to negatively characterize Salome: her pose is
both pagan and erotic.86

Of course, erotic dancing runs absolutely counter to acceptable feminine
display in Renaissance culture. The moralists, theorists, and dance masters
who encouraged females to dance did so under a strict understanding that
all movements would be disciplined; writers who opposed public dance
were precisely concerned with its potential carnality.87 The only parts of
the female body that were to be seen in public were the head, neck, and
hands: although Salome’s lower body is completely covered by her skirt
in Donatello’s relief, the wet-drapery style of her dress provides such an
explicit view of her legs that they are close to naked. Christine de Pizan
writes that the world condemns women who are ‘‘disorderly’’ in their dress,
noting that clothes should not be ‘‘too tight, too low-cut, or in any other
way immodest,’’ while Alberti describes how women who dress in ‘‘lascivious
and improper clothing’’ are ‘‘provoking disapproval.’’ Francesco Barbaro
(1390–1454) remarks in De re uxoria — a treatise on marriage written for
Lorenzo di Giovanni de’ Medici in 1416 — ‘‘we approve someone who has
preserved decency in her dress.’’88 So Salome’s presentation addresses

85Paoletti, 56; Greenhalgh, 78; Bennett and Wilkins, 163. Salome twists into a pose
that reveals the body far more than Ghiberti’sMiriam on the later Gates of Paradise, which is

also considered to have been modeled on a classical maenad; both the torsion and the
exposure bring her closer to the ancient model than Ghiberti’s figure: Krautheimer, 289, pl.
129a, and fig. 145.

86Carli, 18, describes Salome as a ‘‘spirit of evil.’’ I am grateful to the Renaissance
Quarterly reader who noted how this relief demonstrates the way that ‘‘a classical visual
vocabulary [can] replace the medieval one [of the jongleur], but convey the same meaning.’’

87Arcangeli, 1994 and 2008.
88Christine de Pizan, 179: ‘‘non trop estraincte, ne trop grans col�ez, ne autres façons

malhonnestes’’; Alberti, 1969, 213; Barbaro, 207. Thomasin von Zirclaria, 61, writes about
the need for ladies to keep their bodies concealed: ‘‘If she allows any part of her body to be

seen uncovered, that is completely contrary to proper behavior.’’
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beholders on two fronts: doctrinally the girl’s dance represents the evil in the
world that threatens the presence of the holy; and socially her display stands
for all that is reprehensible in feminine public behavior.

The sensuousness of Salome’s pose is in stark contrast to the intensity
of her face. Giotto and Andrea show her as contained and even closed off
from John’s head, but Donatello’s girl stares down as if to scowl into his
face. The sharpness of her features and the power of her gaze give her a kind
of aggressiveness that would have been seen as entirely inappropriate for any
Renaissance woman, but must have been particularly startling in a young
girl. Her expression is hard to define — she may be shocked, malicious, or
appalled — but the force of her stare is completely outside the bounds of
proper feminine behavior. One of the admonitions that occurs most often in
conduct literature is that girls should keep their gazes modestly lowered.89

For Francesco da Barberino in the early Trecento they must keep their eyes
down because eyes easily transmit emotions that should remain private.
St. Antoninus (1389–1459), who wrote a guide to living a good Christian
life for Dianora Tornabuoni in the mid-Quattrocento, advises his reader
not to look at shocking sights because ‘‘death enters by the window, that is,
through the eyes.’’90

Salome may not be the sole woman at Herod’s banqueting hall in
Donatello’s sculpture. Four figures pack into the space behind the girl and
at the edge of the relief. Two are clearly men: the figure immediately behind
Salome and a figure leaving the scene, who is half-cut by the frame. Very
likely the figure to Salome’s right is also a man; all that can be seen of it is
a turban and a left arm, but it appears to be masculine headgear, and
a Renaissance woman would never sling her arm around a man’s shoulder.
Finally, the top of the head and upper face of a fourth figure is behind the
men who surround the dancer; the hair looks to be pulled back smoothly in

89Conduct books across Europe recommend controlling the feminine gaze. Robert de
Blois, Le Chastoiement des Dames (ca. 1250) writes that females appear wise if they keep their

eyes down (Hentsch, 76–77); the thirteenth-century Winsbeckin advises that if a woman
looks around ‘‘as though she were flighty, it damages her reputation’’ (Medieval Conduct
Literature, 108); the M�enagier of Paris (ca. 1392) warns a young wife to keep her eyes on the
ground, ‘‘without looking or glancing at any man or woman to the right or left, or looking

up, or in a fickle way casting your gaze about in sundry directions’’ (Greco and Rose, 59).
Guglielmo, 108–09, notes that a woman who dances should display dignified movement
and not let her gaze roam, ‘‘but she should for the most part keep her eyes modestly on the

ground.’’
90Barberino, 132: ‘‘When she is among people she should raise her eyes very little,

because from a gaze a savvy man understands well the intentions of another’s heart.’’

St. Antoninus, 96: ‘‘La morte entra per la finestra, ci�o �e per gli occhi.’’
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a style that duplicates that of Salome, suggesting a female companion.
Nevertheless, the men crowd Salome far too tightly for propriety. Although
his hands remain close to his body, the shoulders of the man behind
her curve forward almost as if to embrace her. No doubt Donatello was
motivated by aesthetic issues in this arrangement — the relief is designed as
a composition of diagonals and counter-diagonals — but to a Renaissance
eye themen would be indecorously close to the girl. Tommasino dei Cerchiari
makes it clear that good women cannot allow men to touch them: ‘‘No
decent woman should allow any man who has no right to do so to take
hold of her.’’ Christine de Pizan warns that a young girl ‘‘should not allow
a man to touch her under any pretext,’’ because to do so would ‘‘cause great
damage to the decency that there must be and to her good name.’’91

Herodias is nowhere to be seen in the relief ’s foreground action; instead,
she receives the head in the background of the image. Donatello represents
this part of the sculpture in schiacciato carving that contrasts strongly with
the high relief of the foreground scene. Scholars typically address this
treatment as a stylistic issue, designed to emphasize spatial effects, but it also
has an impact on the way the beholder experiences the narrative, for the
background figures are fainter and harder to perceive. In a sense Donatello
is duplicating how viewers experience Giotto’s fresco from outside the
Peruzzi chapel (fig. 7): they look through the banqueting hall to Herodias’s
chamber beyond it. But Giotto’s architecture and composition channel
viewers to Herodias, turning her into the focal point, while Donatello’s
diminished depth of carving causes her to fade into the background,
especially in the dim lighting of the Siena baptistery.92 Unlike her daughter,
Herodias is flanked by female companions and shows no signs of misbehavior.
While viewers could still blame her for the disruptions of the household,
she appears so inconsequential that they could also easily ignore her. Her
scene lacks any details and is minimally noticeable behind the fiddler in the
middle ground, whose playing takes the viewers’ eyes back to Salome’s
unseemly dance.

Through his characterization of the figures’ demeanors, then, Donatello
makes the girl the lynchpin of the plot. She misbehaves on multiple levels:

91Thomasin von Zirclaria, 72; Christine de Pizan, 196: ‘‘ne ne sueffre en nulle guise que

homme la touch�e . . . car ce seroit trop grant empirement de l’onnestet�e que avoir doit et de
son bon loz.’’

92Although Donatello’s perspective draws the viewers’ eyes to the background, it is the

head on the platter that stands out, while the female figures are difficult to make out.
Giovanni di Paolo’s version of the Feast in Chicago, which is strongly dependent on
Donatello’s composition, represents the head being brought into the feast in continuous

narrative, but eliminates the background women.
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uncontrolled movements, an immodest exposure of her body, a display of
boldness, and a failure to keep herself physically separated from men all
signal that Salome is sinful. At the same time, she serves as a warning to
Tuscan girls: this is the comportment exhibited by bad girls, so it is the
behavior they should strive to avoid. Spiritual and social lessons are mutually
reinforcing in the image.

6. F IL I PPO LIPP I ’ S FEAST OF HEROD

Scholars do not normally see Donatello’s interpretation of the feast as the
source for many later Quattrocento versions of the narrative, but later
images do continue his focus on Salome. Filippo Lippi (ca. 1406–69)
painted a cycle of the life of John the Baptist for the choir chapel of the
church of Santo Stefano in Prato, 1453–64.93 The Commune owned the
rights to the chapel and the city council commissioned the work from
Lippi, so the patrons were the same class of wealthy businessmen who
commissioned Giotto’s and Andrea Pisano’s cycles. Although the church
was dedicated to St. Stephen, and owned a relic of the Virgin, it was also
the center of a Baptist cult, not only because it served as the baptistery in
Prato but also because the city was under Florentine political domination.
The life of St. Stephen appears on the north side of the chapel, while John’s
life is related in three frescoes on the south. Establishing the parallelism
between the two saints’ vitae is an important aspect of the program in the
chapel, with the top tier illustrating their births, the middle their missionary
activity, and the bottom their deaths. There is a particular emphasis on the
youth of the two saints, which Eve Borsook has linked to contemporary
pedagogy with regard to religious instruction.94 Like the Siena font, then, the
Baptist cycle at Prato has a strong didactic focus.

The Feast is the final fresco of the cycle (fig. 10), and Salome appears
in it three times: dancing at the center, receiving the head of the Baptist at
the left, and presenting the head to her mother at the right. Lippi uses the
normal three scenes for his narrative but deploys them across a single,
continuous perspectival space, which entails repetition of John’s head and
the figure of Salome. The narrative unfolds clearly, however: when the girl
appears in a different part of the space, she is illustrating a different moment
in time, but no other figures recur.

93The church was converted to the city’s cathedral in 1653; St. Stephen was the patron

saint of Prato. On the frescoes, see Tintori; Borsook; Lavin, 1990; Ruda, 258–92, 455–64;
Holmes, 2001; Mavarelli.

94Borsook, 10–11. See also Lavin, 1990, 156, who sees the chapel program as

a reference to relics held in Prato.
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Aspects of the fresco are confusing. Significant parts of the image were
painted a secco and have largely disappeared: not only have a number of
figures become ghostly forms, but details that might help to make sense of
the narrative are lost. On the left side of the fresco a large bearded male who
cannot be securely identified stares out at the audience: he is a festaiuolo,
bringing the spectator into the scene, but his prominence suggests he may
also be an important character. Nothing in the visual tradition of the feast
accounts for him, however. Herod is also problematic: recent scholars agree
in identifying him as the man in blue behind the table at which Herodias
sits on the right, but the narrative requires the king to witness Salome’s
dance, and this man does not see her performance.95 Moreover, his hair is
arranged exceedingly stylishly, a characteristic of young men in Florence,
not established, powerful males, who normally are shown wearing simpler
hairstyles. Rulers were expected to dress in more expensive materials than
anyone else, but the fabric of this man’s garments lacks pattern or gold, the
customary ostentatious elements of the most elite male clothing.96 The only
man who fits both narratively and sartorially is the gray-haired man in a red
hat at the center of the banquet table behind Salome: he has an unobstructed
view of the dance, and his clothing, though simple in design, has a scrolled
gold overlay that would be too magnificent for anyone but the king.97

Separating Herod and Herodias follows Giotto’s iconography and allows
the continuous narrative to work with less disruption to the scene as a
whole.

Despite the damaged character of the fresco, a noticeable quality of
its presentation is the lavishness of the scene. Lippi filled the tables with
costly serving dishes, peopled the event with a wide cast of characters, and
arrayed his actors in elaborate costumes. With more detail than any of the
preceding versions of the feast, this image set the biblical story into the

95Ruda, 464; Oy Marra, 146; Holmes, 2001, 66–67. Scholars have not explained why
they reject the central man in the red hat as Herod. In later versions of the scene that seem

influenced by Lippi’s conception, Herod can be the central figure, separate from Herodias
(Ghirlandaio at Santa Maria Novella), or seated with his wife to one side (Antonio Salvi and
Francesco di Giovanni’s panel for the silver dossal at the Florence baptistery).

96The man in blue does wear considerable jewelry, but the fabric of his costume appears

in no way as luxurious as that of the man in the red hat.
97On magnificence as a princely attribute, see Jenkins. Bridgeman, 1998, 48, discusses

the notion of appropriate dress as it relates to status, noting: ‘‘No Italian merchant, however

rich, might dress like Borso d’Este (1450–71) who, as ruler of Ferrara, exploited to the
utmost the prerogatives of rank which permitted him to wear, every day, garments made of
cloth-of-gold.’’ See also Rainey; Frick, 149–52; Rubin and Wright, 120n86; Van Buren,

1–37.
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current world, and viewers must have recognized it as a typical aristocratic
banquet. The artist went beyond making the scene naturalistic, however,
for the contemporary costumes he gave his characters announced their
status to the audience.98 Comportment was still an important indicator of
character for Florentines in the second half of the Quattrocento, but the
appropriateness of clothing also played a significant role in determining
a person’s nature, and Lippi’s careful delineation of dress offered the
audience another channel for experiencing the image.

As Florentine viewers would have expected, the women in the fresco
are more lavishly dressed than the men. Like dancing, elaborate costumes
for women were liminal, both admired and despised. On the one hand,
sumptuary laws that were constantly reiterated and revised throughout the
early Renaissance disparaged feminine vanity and prodigality in excessive
expenditure on dress. On the other, clothing was a public display of a
family’s magnificence and virt�u, and the more ornate it was, the greater the
honor it expressed.99 Herodias and Salome wear fashionable costumes, with
a particular emphasis on elaborate sleeves that is characteristic of later
fifteenth-century Florentine styles. Herodias is clad in an overdress in
red, the most expensive color for clothing, and her gown is covered with
embroidery and jeweled patterns.100 The shoulders are defined by a kind
of epaulet with fringe dangling from it, below which she wears blue sleeves
that also display a pattern. Her neck is bare above the edge of her chemise,
which peeks out from the neckline of her gown, and her hair is elaborately
pulled up around a frame and decorated with jewels in a style not unlike that
of the princess in Pisanello’s St. George fresco in Verona. With her blond
hair, high forehead, and white skin, Herodias is an ideal of femininity for
the period, and her appearance is hard to distinguish from those of laudable

98Ruda, 274, describes the fresco as ‘‘among the most sumptuous wall paintings made
since antiquity.’’ Oy Marra, 145–46, identifies the arrangement of the tables as typical of

a contemporary banquet. On the increasing lavishness of public display in Florence in this
period, see Rubin and Wright, 14–15, 46, 79, 116–17.

99On women as ornaments in Florentine ‘‘display culture,’’ see Simons. See also
Bridgeman, 2000; Rainey, 218–28; Frick, 77–144, 179–200. Van Buren, 17, argues that

‘‘high fashion’’ clothing is a sign of sinful character in French and Flemish art of the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Christine de Pizan disparages a preoccupation with
luxury, especially jewels and clothing: see Krueger, 106, 110–11.

100Frick, 192; Monnas, 24–26. The design of Herodias’s costume appears similar to
that worn by Theopista, wife of St. Eustace, the woman looking out in the right foreground
of Lippi’s Coronation of the Virgin in the Uffizi. On Theopista, see also Holmes, 1999,

227–30.
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women in contemporaneous art, although her hairstyle and jewelry may be
somewhat excessive for a respectable matron.101

Salome appears rather differently from her mother. A difficult aspect
of her presentation in the fresco is that it differs in each of her three
appearances: while her costume is relatively consistent, changing only in
color — given the degree of damage to the fresco, this is perhaps exaggerated
today — her hairstyle and even her face vary. She wears a light-colored
garment that is gathered twice, once below the bust, where ladies’ gowns are
normally belted in fifteenth-century art, and a second time at the waist. The
result is a pouf of fabric that circles her torso. Although Quattrocento women
are occasionally shown wearing this style, it is far more common to see it on
angels, biblical characters, and symbolic figures in Renaissance paintings, as,
for example, in Lippi’s Coronation fresco at Spoleto, Gozzoli’s Destruction of
Sodom at the Camposanto in Pisa, and the reverse of Piero della Francesco’s
Urbino portraits in the Uffizi. Her skirts are quite long— Salome has to hold
them up as she dances and receives John’s head, and they spill out behind her
as she presents it to her mother— so this pouf does not serve a practical, skirt-
lifting function. Costume historians have not investigated the style, making its
significance difficult to discern. The dress is normally reserved for young,
sexually innocent characters, but when these figures wear it, the entire costume
is made from a single material, and the sleeves are very plain; in Salome’s case
elaborate sleeves attach to the simple dress, which seems to suggest there is
something off about her appearance.102 Perhaps Renaissance viewers would
have recognized it as a visual warning about Salome’s character.

The girl’s layered sleeves are even more extravagant than her mother’s.
The undersleeve is blue, puffing out from the shoulder to be gathered just
above the elbow with a bracelet or embroidered band, then clinging tightly
to the forearm before ending in an embellished cuff.103 Salome’s light-

101Sumptuary laws allowed nubile women and young brides to flaunt their hair and
jewelry, but matrons were expected to make less of a display: Woods-Marsden, 65, 67.

Bridgeman, 2000, 213, notes that ‘‘overly splendid and inappropriate dress was generally
worn by courtesans and prostitutes. . . . Unsuitable dress was thus likely to encourage
unwelcome attention.’’

102Calamandrei, 53, suggests that the dress may be a guarnello (slip) but does not

investigate the figures who wear the garment or what its significance might be. Sparti,
380–81, notes the tucked-up skirt as characteristic of allegorical figures and suggests that
Salome is wearing only her chemise, rather than an overdress, in imitation of a contemporary

theatrical device to suggest ancient costume. Undergarments do not have such length as
Salome’s dress, however, and elaborate sleeves are always attached to gowns.

103The style was popular; a similar undersleeve can be seen in Lippi’s portrait, Woman
with a Man at a Window, in The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.
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colored outersleeve consists of vertical panels of fabric that cascade down
from her shoulder to end in heavy hems picked out with gold embroidery.
When she is still (in the presentation of the head) the sleeve looks like
solid folds of fabric, but when she moves (in the dance) the panels separate
and wave around her.104 A broad band of gold further embellishes the
outersleeve at chest level. While the material and exact color of Salome’s
costume can no longer be determined, it is clear that the dress represents
the kind of expensive garb — in quantity of fabric, in complexity of
construction, and in degree of decoration— characteristic of nubile women
from the richest Florentine families.

There seems little doubt that contemporary viewers would have seen
Salome, like Herodias, as beautiful. Not only is she dressed in a gorgeous
costume, but she has the appealing countenance of the Petrarchan ideal: pale
skin, delicate features, golden hair spilling down her neck. Modern scholars
frequently remark on her corporeal appeal.105 In terms of her physical self she
ought to be a good girl, for Renaissance Florentines commonly held that
outward appearance reflected inward character, so beauty equaled virtue.106

But feminine attractiveness was not an absolute value, divorced from any
ethical character: indeed, Renaissance audiences could also see beauty, in the
words of Elizabeth Cropper, as ‘‘dissolute and wanton.’’107 Only women’s
behaviors revealed whether their outward beauty was a real manifestation of
inner worth or if it was a deceptive facade. Moralists had long been aware
of the equivocal nature of appearances: according to Francesco da Barberino,
some appearances that might be seen initially as virtuous could actually mask
vice, and he admonished readers to evaluate the outward aspects of forms
by the actions to which they led.108 For Alberti, ‘‘a handsome person is
pleasing to see, but a shameless gesture or an act of incontinence in an instant
renders her appearance vile.’’109 And Lucrezia Tornabuoni de’ Medici
directly addressed Salome’s beauty, writing, ‘‘nature had gifted [her] with

104Herald, 129–30; Landini and Bulgarella, 93.
105See, for example, Holmes, 2001, 67, who notes that she is both beautiful and

alluring, ‘‘of an age when youth and innocence run up against self-conscious sensuality.’’
106For example, in 1469 Marsilio Ficino (1433–99) wrote that ‘‘we say that beauty is

a certain blossom of goodness.’’ Cited by Syson, 24, with extensive bibliography.
107Cropper, 1. Rogers, 49, argues: ‘‘woman’s virtue, good behavior and status are often

understandable through the nature and style of her physical beauty. . . and the manner in

which it is presented and controlled through deportment, dress, accessories and body
language’’ (italics in original).

108MacLaren, 2007b, 91.
109Alberti, 1969, 213.
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beauty to make men marvel; but this beauty would bring about misfortune.’’110

The viewer’s interpretation of the messages conveyed by the appearances of
Herodias and Salome, then, needed confirmation in their conduct.

Clearly Salome dominates Lippi’s image. She is not only the sole character
repeated in the composition, but also the only active one. As with Donatello’s
Salome, her pose derives from a classical model,111 and her dance is too
revealing, since her skirt shapes her leg from hip to ankle. She moves more
quickly and with broader gestures than Donatello’s girl, however. Her left
hand gathers her skirts so she can sweep her right leg out far behind her, and
her right arm swings away from her body, setting her sleeve into eye-catching
motion. Both the speed of her movements and the imbalance of her posture
signal impropriety to the audience: conduct literature directs girls to move
with slow, measured paces, and any public dancing should be ‘‘pudicissima’’
(‘‘extremely modest’’).112 So, for example, Francesco Barbaro explains that in
women ‘‘a hasty gait and excessive movement of the hands and other parts of
the body cannot be done without loss of dignity, and such actions are
always joined to vanity and are signs of frivolity.’’113 Herod and his guests
at the table behind Salome avert their eyes conspicuously from her
distasteful public display, but their movements and expressions are far
more controlled than those of the diners in Donatello’s relief; only Salome
misbehaves at the banquet in Lippi’s painting.

A striking aspect of the painting is an implied (if narratively atemporal)
transformation of Salome from left to right. Andrea Pisano already depicts
a change in the girl over the course of the narrative, but for the Trecento artist
the change occurs in the direction of increased docility; for Lippi the change is
toward greater boldness. As she receives the head, Salome is appropriately
modest, with movements restrained, chin tucked in, and eyes decorously
downcast. Her facial expression in the dance is still somewhat timid, but her

110Tornabuoni de’ Medici, 253.
111Mendelsohn, 219. In this case the model is probably a representation of the goddess

of the moon from a Roman Endymion sarcophagus; again the pagan divinity may
deliberately suggest the debased.

112On modesty in dance, see Vespasiano da Bisticci’s description of Alessandra de’
Bardi’s public performances, ca. 1480, discussed in Bryce, 1089. Fermor, 1992, 84, notes

that Lippi’s Salome ‘‘clearly contravenes the rules laid down by the dancing-masters.’’
Fermor, 1993, 143, also indicates that ‘‘extensions of the limbs were considered highly
seductive.’’ Tornabuoni de’ Medici, 255, who largely exculpates Salome in her poem of the

Baptist’s life, nevertheless criticizes her dancing: ‘‘I believe for her it would have been better
had she been more restrained, had she kept the balance equal.’’ On composed movement in
general, especially for females, see Knox.

113Barbaro, 202.
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body moves freely.When she presents John’s head to Herodias her head is up,
her jaw juts out stubbornly, and she gazes right out of the painting at the
spectator. It is almost unheard of in Quattrocento art for a main actor to look
out of a narrative, and it is especially unusual in a female character.114

Salome does not merely look out of Lippi’s fresco: she meets the viewer’s
gaze. Conduct literature firmly admonishes girls to keep their eyes down,
for, in the words of Tommasino dei Cerchiari, ‘‘propriety demands that
a lady should not stare at a stranger.’’115 Christine de Pizan advises young
girls not to have a ‘‘vague glance that wanders here and there but one
that stays modestly low’’; Francesco Barbaro requires women to maintain
‘‘a decorous and honest gaze’’; Francesco da Barberino writes that ‘‘the
shameless eye is a messenger of the shameless heart’’; and Alberti notes
that ‘‘a beautiful face is praised, but unchaste eyes make it ugly through
men’s scorn.’’116 Making eye contact with a person she does not know is
more than a breach of decorum, however, particularly if the unknown is
male, for ‘‘seeing this gaze the man will believe she loves him.’’117 Hence
the act is a sign of luxuria, that most pernicious of all female vices. But the
vice is not Salome’s alone; beyond what it reveals of her own immodesty,
the girl’s gaze has become dangerous for others. When she boldly looks into
the eyes of strangers, that is, the viewers, she implicates them in her crime,
since ‘‘the gaze of bad women. . .[will] lure anyone from good conduct.’’118

114Salome’s outward glance may be a reference to the feminine habit of looking out at
the world from the windows and doors of the home, which was widely remarked upon by

visitors to Florence and disparaged repeatedly in moralizing literature of the period. Seen as
an act that drew male attention to themselves, lingering at an opening to the casa imperiled
girls’ chastity, and didactic and pastoral texts urged them to curb this behavior. So, for

example, St. Antoninus, 179, discouraged his female reader from going to the window to
‘‘see who passes by,’’ but was particularly concerned about her being seen by those onlookers.
Tomas, 313–14, notes that male writers worried that ‘‘women’s appearance at windows was

‘‘public,’’ making them subject to the male gaze.’’ See also Musacchio, 81–84.
115Thomasin von Zirclaria, 60.
116Christine de Pizan, 195: ‘‘ne soit leur regart vague, ne trassant ça ne la, mais bas et

simple’’; Barbaro, 204; Barberino cited by MacLaren, 2007b, 88; Alberti, 1969, 213.
117Robert de Blois, Le Chastoiement des Dames, in Hentsch, 77. In theM�enagier de Paris,

an element of chastity is ‘‘keeping the eyes from wanton gaze’’: see Greco and Rose, 84.
Simons, 20, observes that ‘‘a virtuous woman did not return the gaze’’; Garrard, 66, notes

that ‘‘by the 1490s, the direct gaze was already a sign of courtesanal seductiveness’’ in
Leonardo’s circle.

118Barberino, 161. Holmes, 2001, does not read Salome’s gaze this way, but in her

discussion of St. Theopista in Lippi’s Coronation of the Virgin, in Holmes, 1999, 228, she
calls a similar stare ‘‘provocative,’’ noting that ‘‘by virtue of her penetrating gaze out of the
picture, the figure of Theopista shifts to and from characterizations of saint, patrician lady,

and fallen woman.’’
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While Lippi does not disregard Herodias to the extent Donatello does,
neither does he allow her to misbehave like Salome. Seated to one side of
the banquet hall, properly surrounded by courtiers and maidservants, she is
utterly restrained in both movement and behavior, even as her companions
revolt from the display of John’s head. Although her figure, unfeeling and
rather domineering, does not differ significantly from her representation in
Giotto’s or Andrea Pisano’s works, Lippi does not frame her as the lynchpin
of the action as those artists do.119 Instead, it is Salome cavorting across
a wide-open space and defiantly gazing out of the fresco who claims the
viewers’ attention and thereby drives the action.

For Donatello and Lippi, Salome was an assertive young woman who
flaunted herself inappropriately. Her beauty was a sham, and she horrified
her audience through a display of willfulness that would have been censured
in Renaissance girls. By making a spectacle of herself, she eclipsed any
actions on the part of her elders, turning contemporary notions of
acceptable feminine behavior on their heads. In the context of the real
world, she served as a warning to the audience: since both artists linked her
social misconduct to vice, viewers studying these images would understand
the serious consequences of girls stepping out of line. Salome thus did more
than propel the plot against the Baptist in these works: she exemplified
conduct that good girls must shun.

7. CONCLUS ION

The Feast of Herod was above all a religious narrative. In the art of
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Florence it served to illustrate the presence
of evil in the world as a man of the highest moral standards, a saint beyond all
others in the words of the Golden Legend,120 was brought low by human —
above all, female — malice. In the context of the cycles examined here the
first impression viewers received from the scene was very likely an awareness
of John’s sanctity. Framing the event in a contemporary context allowed
Giotto, Andrea Pisano, Donatello, and Filippo Lippi to humanize the

119Cf. Holmes, 2001, 69–70, who characterizes Herodias as ‘‘monstrous and
unnatural,’’ and Herod and Salome as leaving the spectator with ‘‘unresolved doubts.’’

120Voragine, 503, cites Chrysostom on the Baptist’s beheading: ‘‘John is the school of
virtues, the guide of life, the model of sanctity, the rule of justice, the mirror of virginity, the
monument of modesty, the exemplar of chastity, the way of repentance, the pardon of sins,

the discipline of faith; he is greater than man, equal to the angels, the sum of the Law, the
sanction of the Gospel, the voice of the apostles, the silence of the prophets, the lamp of the
world, the precursor of the Judge, the central point of the Trinity! And such an one is given

to an incestuous woman, is betrayed to an adulteress, is made a dancing girl’s prize!’’
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message, to give viewers a way to relate to the sacred story, yet it also allowed
current social values to become part of the viewers’ experience. As spectators
identified the ways that a depraved woman and girl acted in this scene,
they could also come to recognize that certain behaviors were to be avoided
by virtuous, upper-class women.

The narrative of the martyrdom of St. John the Baptist was defined by
wickedness. For readers and viewers alike in medieval and early Renaissance
Florence there was no doubt that Herod, Herodias, and Salome all imperiled
the saint. But in the Middle Ages that endangerment was explained by
unnatural circumstances: bizarre dancing and demonic connections revealed
that the characters belonged to a special category of evil. On the other
hand, in the early Renaissance their damaging qualities extended beyond
the threat they posed to the Baptist, for the mother and daughter broke
sanctioned standards of feminine behavior. Cunning rather than innocent,
unscrupulous as opposed to protective, wanton rather than chaste, wayward
instead of submissive, Herodias and Salome threatened contemporary social
norms, and in so doing they stood as women who continued to be dangerous
even into the contemporary world of Renaissance Florence.

ROANOKE COLLEGE
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