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ABSTRACT 

 

Bronzino’s so-called London Allegory (c.1545), one of art history’s most reinterpreted images, 

has long been misunderstood as a textually unanchored painting. This has led to varied, 

contradictory and equally unverifiable interpretations. A rereading of it as referencing 

Sophocles’ and Seneca’s Œdipus and Aristotles’ Poetics provides the natural key for 

understanding all its elements and situating it within its particular cultural and political contexts.  

 

The fairly new availability of these text and the crucial role they were playing in determining the 

theoretical frameworks for Italian theater led to Bronzino’s use of them as the subject of a 

pictorially expressed commentary upon tragedy. Politically, the choice of a syphilitic man as one 

of the central figures of the painting is argued as reference to both the Theban plays and the 

outbreak of this epidemic during the Italian of War of 1494 - 1498, a repetition of which was 

reoccurring between 1542 – 1546, contemporary to Bronzino’s execution of this painting. The 

image functioned as Cosimo de’ Medici’s message of moral condemnation to Francis the First, 

King of France, and as a prediction of his coming demise.   
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SYPHILIS AS A MORAL PANDEMIC: AGNOLO BRONZINO’S ŒDIPUS TYRANUS  

 

Bronzino’s London Allegory (Fig. 1, c.1545,) is a painting whose meaning has eluded 

historians. The first probable mention of it is in Vasari’s Lives of the Artists, where it is given a 

partial description as: ‘(…) a picture of singular beauty that was sent to King Francis in France, 

wherein was a nude Venus, with a Cupid who was kissing her, and Pleasure on one side with Play 

and other Loves, and on the other side Fraud and Jealousy and other passions of love.’1  

 

This passage from Vasari’s Lives poses two series of questions, one frequently commented 

upon, the other far less so: the first relates to the context of the painting, the second to its meaning:  

 

Bronzino had been under the patronage of the Medicis since 1539 and if, as Vasari has stated, 

this painting was intended for King Francis I, then it would have been with the full knowledge and 

accord of Bronzino’s patron, Cosimo de’ Medici, the Duke of Florence. This point is in need of 

some argument:  

 

Vasari does not directly mention who sent the painting, only that it ‘was sent to King Francis 

in France’. However, this passage is situated within a list describing a series of paintings all 

commissioned by the Duke and in the phrase following the passage he mentions the ‘Lord Duke’ 

in another context, implying what was perhaps to Vasari a self-evident fact, that the Duke had sent 

it. Vasari’s text is also tricky in that it was written well before his involvement with the Medici 

court. Thus, beyond this small passage, we have no direct indications that the painting was a gift 

from Cosimo to Francis. But there are arguments for accepting Vasari’s story; why would he 

invent, misremember or misinterpret the very peculiar fact of the painting being sent to Francis 

and especially given that Bronzino was still alive and any inaccuracy would have met with his 

objection? And if we accept the fact that the painting was sent to the King of France, then the 

theory of it being a gift from Cosimo becomes highly likely: in view of the adversarial relationship 

between the two Princes, it is highly unlikely that Bronzino would have taken a commission from 

the King without the explicit agreement and impute of his autocratic patron. This is even more 

evident when we remember that during the time the painting was being executed, Cosimo was 
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directly at war with Francis. This was the period of the Italian War of 1542 – 1546 and the Duke 

had taken a firm position against the French King in alliance with the Holy Roman Emperor 

Charles V. To put it simply, for Bronzino to accept a commission from Francis, who happens to 

be Cosimo’s deadliest enemy, would be a betrayal of his patron.  

 

The other problematic aspect of Vasari’s text relates to its interpretation of the painting: 

the identification of the two central figures as Venus and Cupid is largely uncontroversial, based 

on their well-known attributes: the golden apple of the Goddess and Cupid’s wings, bow arrows 

and quiver. A consensus among scholars also extends to the figure of the old man with the 

hourglass above him, interpreted as the symbol of Time. The interpretation of other figures 

however remains highly controversial.  

  

 

Fig. 1: Agnolo Bronzino, Œdipus Tyranus, also known as, The London Allegory, c. 1545, 
Oil on wood, 146.1 x 116.2 cm. The National Gallery, London.   
 

For instance the little boy on the right is interpreted by Panofsky as representing 
‘Pleasure’,2 Levey describes him as ‘pain after pleasure’,3 Bosh as ‘Mirth’4 and Healy as 
‘Folly’.5 Such differing identifications of the different figures determine and are – 
circularly - determined by varied global interpretations of the painting. For example, 
based on his own identification, Panofsky concludes that Bronzino’s work is a moralistic 
allegory about lechery and luxury, that the figure in the background on the left is Truth 
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helping her father Time uncover the consequences of Luxury.6 He subsequently changed 
his mind and described her as the figure of Night resisting the actions of Time.7 Bosch, 
interpreting the figures as deities, conclude that it is about ‘the Gods of Love beneath 
time’s threatening arms’; 8 Healy reads it as a warning against illicit sexuality and its 
ruinous consequences,9 Hope partly as ‘the incompletely reciprocated love of a man for 
a woman’ and its poetic consequences.10  

 
The varieties of these readings are a consequence of assuming that the painting is 

not referring to a single narrative. The authors’ different combinations of the supposedly 
varied textual references create a myriad of equally unverifiable interpretive 
arrangements.  

 
The difficulty is further increased by the similarity of this allegory to the Venus 

and Cupid by Pontormo (Fig. 2, c. 1533) and to Bronzino’s subsequent work, the Venus 
Cupid and Jealousy (Fig. 3, c. 1548 – 1550). Like the London Allegory, the latter also 
contains two masks and an arrow held by Venus but with notable differences: two boys 
are present instead of one. The Venus Cupid and Satyr (Fig. 4, c. 1554) also includes a 
self-directed arrow held by Venus but contains a Satyr, an additional element absent 
from the London Allegory.  

 

 
Fig. 2: Jacopo Pontormo, Venus and Cupid, c. 1532 – 34. Oil on wood, 128 x 197 cm. 
Uffizi Gallery, Florence.   
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Fig. 3: Agnolo Bronzino, Venus, Cupide and Jealousy, c. 1548 – 1550, Oil on wood, 192 x 
142 cm. Museum of Fine Arts Budapest.  
 

 
Fig. 4: Agnolo Bronzino, Venus, Cupid and Satyr, c. 1554, Oil on panel,135 X 231 cm. 
Palazzo Colonna, Rome.   
 

This essay will leave a number of questions for future research; the first is 
whether the proposed interpretation can be fully or partially applied to Pontormo’s 
earlier painting. While this is hypothetically true, arguing for it is not within the scope of 
this essay. Other questions relate to the symbolic elements themselves and how they 
were variably used to produce differing meanings in Bronzino’s subsequent works.11 For 
instance, a boy with belled anklet similar to the one in the London Allegory is found in 
the artist’s Allegory of Happiness (c. 1564), which further contains the image of a wheel, 
symbol of the reversal of fate. Such a reversal is also expressed but differently in the 
London Allegory. The argument for singling out the London Allegory for analysis is that 
it is the most complex of these artworks, the space where the greatest number of shared 
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symbols are found. Understanding it is central to a fuller comprehension of the other 
artworks in their mutual relationship.  
 

While the meanings of such Venuses, Cupids, bows, arrows and masks are 
related, they vary according to the individual context within which they are found. They 
can be compared to words whose meaning changes according to the phrase that 
contains them. The meaning of these figures is determined by their own ‘phrases’: the 
paintings that contain and combine them with different figures to produce differing 
meanings. The significance of a Venus in one painting is partially different from 
another. In defining these significances, what determines the veracity of the 
interpretation of this or of any allegory, is not solely the identification of the different 
individual figures but also whether these identifications in their mutual relationships 
make sense as a coherent ‘sentence’, as a syntagmatic structure. The mutually 
determined spatial positioning and psychological communications between the figures 
contributes to the painting’s syntagmatic structuring.  
 

Thus, while Bronzino used these same symbols in different contexts to produce 
varied meanings, this essay will argue that in the case of The London Allegory there is a 
unified interpretation that can account for both the identification of the individual 
figures and their mutual syntagmatic relationships as a ‘sentence’.  
 

The essay will argue that the painting’s subject (and consequently its title) is 
Oedipus Tyranus, that the child on the right is Œdipus himself; behind him is the 
riddling Sphinx; that the kissing figures of Eros and Venus are representatives of the 
incestuous marriage between Jocasta and Œdipus; that the screaming character on the 
lower left is a representative of the Theban plague. This interpretation also illuminates 
other elements of the painting, including the struggling man and woman above, the 
honey held by the Sphinx and the two masks on the lower right. Furthermore, it shall be 
argued that contextually speaking this painting functioned as a commentary on the 
Italian War of 1542 – 1546, a message sent by Cosimo De’ Medici, Grand Duke of 
Tuscany to Francis the First, King of France.  
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A standard for assessing this interpretation will be whether it account for all 
elements of the painting in a historically significant way. If correct, these elements will 
all fall into place and the painting’s many anomalous features will be interpreted with 
reference to it. If false or only partially correct, then some features will be left 
unexplained. The essay will argue that all of these elements are now explainable.  
 

UNACCEPTABLE REPRESENTATIONS  

 

The painting’s most startling aspect is a scene whose incestuous nature has rarely been 

disputed; a naked and adolescent Cupid, kissing and fondling the breasts of an equally naked and 

open mouthed Venus. The Goddess holds one of his arrows and directs it towards herself and her 

son, self-inducing the incestuous desire we see displayed before us.  

 

So how was Bronzino and his patrons able to justify the production of such a potentially 

scandalous scene and negotiate its reception within the relatively conservative Christian society of 

Renaissance Europe? While it is true that the XVIth century’s Florentine intellectuals were by no 

means prudish, as evidenced by Bronzino’s burlesque poems,12 such a frank representation of 

incest would still have been particularly shocking.13 

 

During the Renaissance and with the exception of limited religious subjects, such as Adam 

and Eve, it was the reference to Greco-Roman literary and visual culture that had been able to 

successfully justify visual representations of nakedness and it is hard to think of any excuse, other 

than a reference to Sophocles’ or Seneca’s Theban plays, that would have been able to rationalize 

Bronzino’s frank representation of incest.  

 

Both Seneca and Sophocles were held in the highest esteem. The latter’s Œdipus Tyrannus, 

was further legitimized by its Homeric origins and its frequent mention and analysis in Aristotle’s 

work. The existence of the Poetics had been known in Europe through the commentary of Averroes 

as early as the XIIIth century. It was edited and translated into Latin by Giorgio Valla in 1498. The 

Greek text was only published ten years later by the printer and publisher Aldus Manutius. By 

1536, after Alessandro Pazzi’s Latin translation was published by Aldine Press, there was ‘a storm 
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of quotations, references, commentaries and treatises. We are entering the high tide of neo-

aristotelism in Italian and European literary criticism.’14 Along with Horace’s Ars Poetica, 

Aristotle’s work becomes the main reference for Renaissance theories of theater. 

 

Between 1540 and 1545, when Bronzino was working on this painting, Greek and Roman 

theater were already established as central elements of Florentine cultural life. Bronzino’s 

knowledge of the story of Œdipus is strongly suggested by the mention of Eteocles and Polynices, 

the sons of Œdipus and Jocasta in Canto XXVI of Dante’s Inferno:  

 

Who is within that fire, which comes so cleft  
At top, it seems uprising from the pyre  

Where was Eteocles with his brother placed.15 

 

Dante did not feel a need to provide the readers with the name of Polynices, implying that 

he naturally assumed their knowledge of the story. Such an assumption suggests that within 

cultured circles knowledge of the story of Œdipus was taken for granted and available in Tuscan 

vernacular. Bronzino’s erudition and his thorough knowledge of Dante is well-attested by 

contemporaries such as Benedetto Varchi16, indirectly implying his strong familiarity with the 

story of Œdipus.  

 

While Roman theater had been rediscovered in Florence earlier than the Greek, the revival 

of Sophoclean theater, a relatively late event in humanistic Italy, was brought on by many factors. 

Among them the fall of Constantinople in 1453, which had forced many Byzantine intellectuals to 

migrate towards Italy, bringing with them Greek manuscripts. By 1502, important Greek texts 

were being published in Venice including the works of Sophocles and Euripides. However, these 

editions remained the purview of the minority of intellectuals with working knowledge of the 

Greek language. The work of Seneca was far more available and had by 1518 gone through twelve 

complete editions, thus it was ‘(…) easily available to all with no more learning then an ability to 

read Latin’17. As the growing mastery of Greek among scholars led to translations of Sophocles' 

work into Latin, it firmly established Greek tragedy as one of the theoretical models for 

Renaissance theater. 18  
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The end of the 1530’s was also the period when Aristotle’s Poetics started being used as 

the main reference for theatrical analysis. In 1538, the year before Bronzino came under Medici 

patronage, Piero Vettori was offered by Cosimo de Medici a position as professor of Latin and 

Greek. During 1540 / 1550 one of Vettori’s central preoccupation was to analyse the Œdipus 

Tyrannus and other plays through the categories established by Aristotle’s Poetics.19 The 

existence of the Poetics had been known in Europe through the commentary of Averroes as early 

as the XIIIth century. It was edited and translated into Latin by Giorgio Valla in 1498. The Greek 

text was only published ten years later by the printer and publisher Aldus Manutius. By 1536, 

after Alessandro Pazzi’s Latin translation was published by Aldine Press, there was great 

increase in the use of quotations from and reference to the Poetics, as well as commentaries and 

treatises.20 Along with Horace’s Ars Poetica, Aristotle’s work becomes the main reference for 

Renaissance theories of theatre. Sophocles and Seneca’s plays and Aristotle’s Poetics were thus 

key cultural topics of discussion in the Medici court.  

 

An indication of Bronzino’s preoccupation with Greco-Roman theater comes from the 

painting itself. In the London Allegory, theater is symbolized by the two masks under the feet of 

the child (Fig. 5): The darker mask, closest to us has a downturned mouth indicating sadness, the 

other, lighter one, an upturned, almost smiling expression; this is the most well-known symbol of 

theater.   

 

 

Fig. 5: Agnolo Bronzino, Œdipus Tyranus, also known as, The London Allegory, c. 1545, Oil on wood, 
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146.1 x 116.2 cm. The National Gallery, London. (Detail).  

 

The association of masks to theater would have been almost self-evident as a symbol. 

During the late Renaissance, Greek and Roman theatrical use of masks was well-known, 

mentioned most notably in the Poetics, where Aristotle describes comedic masks21 and in the Ars 

Poetica, where Horace talks of the introduction by Aeschylus of tragic ones.22 The use of masks 

was also common practice in medieval miracle plays, in the Ballets de Cour and eventually in the 

Commedia dell’arte. By placing an incestuous scene next to theatrical masks, Bronzino was 

directly pointing Seneca’s and Sophocles’ Œdipal plays as the subject of this painting.  

 

This association of the painting to the story of Œdipus is reinforced by the figure of the 

boy on the right gazing at Venus and Cupid and throwing flowers at them. One notable detail, a 

foot completely pierced by a thorn, is a reference to the story and meaning of the name ‘Œdipus’, 

i.e. “swollen foot”:   

 

 

Fig. 6: Agnolo Bronzino, Œdipus Tyranus, also known as, The London Allegory, c. 1545, Oil on wood, 

146.1 x 116.2 cm. The National Gallery, London. (Detail).    

 

Œdipus’ injured and marked feet are mentioned in Seneca’s play23 but far more extensively 

in Sophocles’ earlier version. In her dialogue with Œdipus, Jocasta recounts how the ankles of her 

child were pierced by King Laius:  
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JOC. Nor did three days succeed the infant’s birth,  
Before, by other hands, he cast him forth, 
Maiming his ankles, on a lonely hill.24 

        744 
 
 

 
These injuries are also tied to the growing suspicion Œdipus has that he is the son of Jocasta 

and King Laius, fueled by a conversation with a messenger from Corinth, who turned out to be his 

childhood savior: 

  
MESS.  I found thee in Kithæron’s shrub-grown hollow. 
ŒDIP.  And for what cause didst travel thitherwards? 
MESS.  I had the charge to tend the mountain flocks. 
ŒDIP.  Was thou a shepherd born, or seeking hire? 
MESS.  At any rate, my son, I saved thee then. 
ŒDIP.  What evil, plight, then, didst thou find me in? 
MESS.  The sinews of thy feet would tell that tale. 
ŒDIP.  Ah, me! why speak’st thou of that ancient wrong? 
MESS.  I freed thee when thy insteps both were pierced. 
ŒDIP.  A foul disgrace I had in swaddling clothes.25 

 
 

        1060 
 
 
 

        1064 
 

 

 
And when the truth is finally revealed to him, he laments and curses the man who freed his 

feet and released him from the cruel and scaring shackles: 

  

CHORUS Ah, wretched one, alike in soul and doom,  
Would that my eyes had never known thy face! 
 
ŒDIP.  Ill fate be his who loosed the fetters sharp, 
That ate into my flesh, 
And freed me from the doom of death, 
And saved me—thankless boon! 
Ah! had I died but then, 
Nor to my friends nor me had been such woe.26  

 
 

        1400 
 
 
 

        1404 

 

 
Seneca in his version also describes these injuries: ‘Thy soles had been pierced with iron, 

and thou hast thy name from thy swollen and crippled feet.’27 His description is closer to what we 

see in Bronzino’s painting where the boy is not pierced on his ankle but on the soles of his foot.  

 

In contrast to the creeping despair found in the plays, the expression of the child in 

Bronzino’s painting is joyful; the hypothetical Œdipus child is clearly oblivious to the wounds on 

his feet, perhaps the artist’s allusion to his ignorance of their origins and to the role that their 

scarring will play in fulfilling his pre-ordained fate. This ignorance is reflected by their placement 
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in an almost visually unnoticeable position within the image, one where only close observation of 

the painting reveals them. This insures that for a time, viewers are also unaware of their presence. 

Bronzino is assigning to his intended audience, Francis I, a position similar to that of Œdipus; his 

surprised discovery of the child’s injured foot, reflecting Œdipus’ tragic revelatory surprise at 

discovering their meaning. 

  

Along with his joyful facial expressions, the boy’s gestures are also animated. He is 

throwing flowers towards Venus and Cupid in a celebratory manner. But why would Bronzino 

confront a festive Œdipus with such a clearly incestuous scene?  

 

During Antiquity, roses were associated with the Goddess Venus, a symbol of venereal 

desire. By throwing these roses the child Œdipus would be innocently celebrating their incestuous 

union, unknowingly prefiguring the wedding celebration that will lead to his own future tragedy. 

Bronzino expresses here two of the most remarkable aspects of the Theban play: Œdipus’ 

ignorance and the eventual tragic revelation. 

  

 

A SPHINX CARRYING A PROPHECY 

 

Behind the child is a creature with a young girl’s face. A closer look reveals her surprisingly 

monstrous body combining attributes of lion, snake, and scorpion. Based on the uncontroversial 

identification of the central figures as Venus and Cupid, it is clear that the painting is referencing 

Greek mythology, so it would be natural to look towards it for an identification of that creature. 

The closest one resembling it is the Sphinx.  

 

John F. Moffitt has correctly identified the creature as such28 but having accepted 

Panofsky’s reading of the painting as ‘The Exposure of Lechery (Luxuria), Revealed by Time’29, 

he concentrated almost solely on the creature and did not understand how all of the picture’s 

elements fit together as the representation of the Œdipus plays. He viewed the Sphinx as a 

contributing element to Panofsky’s interpretation, as a figure of Fraud and considered it to be: 

‘derived from a single text, namely ‘ex tabula Cebetis Thebani’30. While this text is important in 
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explaining some of the anomalies found in Bronzino’s Sphinx, it is by no means the subject-matter 

of the painting.   

 

The usual description of the Sphinx is of a being with the head and torso of a woman, the 

legs of a lion and wings of an eagle. In Bronzino’s figure, the first two elements are clearly there. 

No other creatures known from Greek tradition other than the Sphinx possesses these attributes. 

However, in Bronzino’s depiction there are anomalies. Among them the presence of a Snake or a 

Dragon’s tail with a scorpion’s sting at the end, and the absence of wings. These anomalies actually 

reinforce the identification of the creature as the Sphinx:  

 

It is probable that a description of the sphinx as having the tail of a serpent circulated in 

Europe during the Renaissance. The Greek Anthology, a collection of Greek and Roman poems31,  

a commentary on Euripides’ The Phoenissae,32 and Natale Conte’s Mythologiae have such 

accounts.33 But these texts were printed after the execution of this painting. The Mythologiae was 

published in 1551 and the Greek Anthology only discovered in 1606. However some of these, 

including the Mythologiae, could indicate, in an indirect manner the circulation of such a 

description in other, possibly manuscript sources.34  

 

But more importantly than possible manuscripts, a description of a Sphinx with snake-like 

features could be a commentary on its female lineage. Echidna and Chimaera are both monstrous 

creatures with serpents’ tails. The scorpion’s sting at the end of the Sphinx’s tail, would be an 

allusion to Chimaera’s own, which ended with the head of a snake. The similarity of both figures 

ending with stinging creatures is too strong to be discounted.  

 

The other anomaly, i.e. the creature’s absence of wings, is related by Moffit to Bronzino’s 

visual sources, XVIth century Renaissance illustrators: ‘(…) the lion-legged, girl-faced Sphinx 

was, in fact, consistently shown by all emblem-book illustrators to be quite wing-less.’35 

 

Another strange detail, the honeycomb that the Sphinx is carrying in her right hand strongly 

supports the hypothesis of the reference being the Theban plays; an allusion to Delphi, the Shrine 

of the God Apollo. The role occupied by Apollo’s Delphic Shrine is central to the dramas. In the 
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Œdipus Tyranus, Jocasta describes how a Delphic oracle was the one who declared to her and to 

her husband Laius, that their son will murder his father and marry his mother.  

 
JOC. There came to Laius once an oracle 
(I say not that it came from Phœbus’ self, 
But from his servants) that his fate was fixed 
By his son’s hand to fall—his own and mine36  

 
 

        740 
 

 

Œdipus’ visit to Delphic oracles reveals to him this prophecy, pushing him to escape from 

the King and Queen of Corinth, whom he thought were his real parents: 

 
ŒDIP. Still vexing more and more; and so I went, 
Unknown to them, to Pytho, and the God 
Sent me forth shamed, unanswered in my quest; 
And more he added, dread and dire and dark, 
How that the doom of incest lay on me, 
Most foul, unnatural; and that I should be 
Father of children men would loathe to look on, 
And murderer of the father that begot me. 
And, hearing this, I cast my wistful looks 
To where the stars hang over Corinth’s towers, 
And fled where nevermore mine eyes might see 
The shame of those dire oracles fulfilled37  

 
 

        816 
 
 
 

        820 
 
 
 

        824 

 

 
Œdipus also sends Creon, Jocasta’s brother, to the Delphic Shrine for advice on how to 

save Thebes from the plague. The oracle, speaking for Apollo, declares that he must punish the 

man who killed Laius, thus initiating the inquiry that will eventually lead to the final revelation.  

 

In Seneca’s version, there are also consistent and numerous reference to Delphic shrines 

and prophesies. The story as represented by these two authors can be basically understood as a 

commentary on the power of Apollo and the impossibility for human to escape from a fate 

prophesized through Delphic oracles. 

  

The main oracle at the Delphic Shrine, was the Pythia, a Priestess who produced prophecies 

by communicating with Apollo in altered states of consciousness. The association of the Pythian 

Priestesses with bees is well-established. Pindar, in a reference to the Pythia’s prophetic ability 

describes her as the ‘Delphic Bee’38. In the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, the prophetesses of Delphi 
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are described as bees whose ability to utter prophecy is conditional on their access to honey:  

  

There are certain holy ones, sisters born —three virgins gifted with wings: their heads 
are besprinkled with white meal, and they dwell under a ridge of Parnassus. These are 
teachers of divination apart from me, the art which I practiced while yet a boy 
following herds, though my father paid no heed to it. From their home they fly now 
here, now there, feeding on honey-comb and bringing all things to pass. And when 
they are inspired through eating yellow honey, they are willing to speak truth; but if 
they be deprived of the gods' sweet food, then they speak falsely, as they swarm in and 
out together.39 

 

Both these texts would have been available to Bronzino: Pindar’s work was rediscovered in 

Italy around 1453, brought by Byzantine immigrants. The Homeric Hymns might have been 

translated as early as 1462 by Marsilio Ficino, the neo-platonic philosopher who worked under the 

patronage of the Medici Family, Bronzino’s own benefactors.40 Thus these texts were present in 

the court of Cosimo de’ Medici.  

 

By having the Sphinx present this symbol of the Delphic prophecy to Œdipus, the artist is 

commenting the story; Bronzino’s creature is indicating that it will be the instrument of the 

prophecy’s fulfillment and like Œdipus, it is locked-into the tragic fate that will lead to its own 

ruin. Her consequent despair and suicide when the riddle is solved, reflects and prefigures the 

despair and self-mutilation that Œdipus undergoes upon solving his own. 

  

The painting presents other symbols of Delphic prophecy: Bay leaves in the background. 

Situated behind the child, but also next to the upper figures, where they create the suggestion of 

wreaths around their heads. Delphic priestesses chewed bay leaves as part of their prophetic 

rituals.41 Wreath of Laurels were also the prizes given in Pythian Games, held in Delphi in honor 

of Apollo. And while the two doves under Venus are frequently identified as one of her attributes 

it is possible that they also symbolize Ornithomancy, the use of birds for prophecy. In Greco-

Roman Antiquity, this was a well-established practice. Sophocles’ mentions it two time: In the 

first passage, Œdipus is having an argument with Teiresias, Apollo’s prophet, who is initially 

reluctant to reveal the truth. Then, driven to anger he declares to Œdipus that he is the cause of the 

plague, to which the latter replies: 
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ŒDIP.   (…) When wast thou known a seer? 
Why, when the monster with her song was here, 
Didst thou not give our countrymen thy help? 
And yet the riddle lay above the ken 
Of common men, and called for prophet’s skill. 
And this thou show’dst thou hadst not, nor by bird, 
Nor any God made known; but then I came, 
I, Œdipus, who nothing knew, and slew her, 
With mine own counsel winning, all untaught 
By flight of birds.42 

 
 

        416 
 
 
 

        420 
 

 

 

And again in a dialogue with Jocasta, Œdipus associates the use of birds with his Pythian 

prophecy: 

 

 
ŒDIP.  Ha! ha! Why now, my queen, should we regard 
The Pythian hearth oracular, or birds 
In mid-air crying? By their auguries, 
I was to slay my father. And he dies,         1000 
And the grave hides him; and I find myself  
Handling no sword; unless for love of me  
He pined away, and so I caused his death.  
So Polybus is gone, and with him lie,         1004 
In Hades whelmed, those worthless oracles.43   
 

 
 

 

 
 

In both dialogues, Œdipus is declaring his disbelief in the Apollonian prophecies, but also 

clearly indicating the use of birds as the means of revealing them.  

 
 
 
A SYPHILISTIC PLAGUE 
 

On the lower left, is a figure in obvious and extraordinary pain (Fig. 7). It was discovered by 

J. F. Conway to be that of a male syphilis victim suffering extreme agony from the disease.44  Cook 

describes these clinical signs of secondary syphilis found in the figure:  

 

‘The figure is held in painful flexion, the periarticular nodal swelling of his fingers 
evident, pulling at his hair with signs of patchy syphilitic alopecia. In addition, a 
fingernail is missing, consistent with syphilitic anchonia. His ocular sclera are 
reddened, and his toothless gums show signs of a sero-sanguinous discharge and 
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perhaps a gumma present on his lower palate. Interestingly, his loss of teeth may be 
the result of the mercury poisoning, the established therapy for syphilis infection in 
Renaissance times.’45 

 

In his represention, Bronzino is viewing the disease through the lens of his own humanist 

culture and placing the figure as a reference to the Theban plague. He chose Syphilis as 

representative of that pestilence precisely because, like the Theban plague, it was caused by illicit 

sexuality. But there is another reason Bronzino is linking Syphilis to the story of Œdipus: As the 

artist would have known, one of the consequences of the final stages of untreated Syphilis, is 

blindness.46 The artist is thus alluding to a parallel between the progression and consequences of 

the disease and those of the Theban plague: The pains of the Syphilitic mirrors Œdipus’ despair at 

discovering the incestual nature of his relationship to Jocasta before he blinded himself.   

 

 

Fig. 7: Agnolo Bronzino, Œdipus Tyranus, also known as, The London Allegory, c. 1545, Oil on wood, 

146.1 x 116.2 cm The National Gallery, London. (Detail).    

 

Healy has studied the literature concerning Syphilis in Renaissance Europe, contextualizing 

Bronzino’s depiction. She showed how the description of the disease’s  symptoms and knowledge 

of its sexual mode of transmission, were very well-established.47 Bronzino’s figure thus refers to 

an event that was of urgent currency, the rapid and devastating Syphilis pandemic at the end of the 

XVth century. A consequence of the so-called ‘Columbian Exchange’48, the pandemic’s spread in 

Europe was extremely rapid, helped invasion of Naples in 1494 by the French King, Charles the 
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VIII. In Italy and the rest of Europe Syphilis came to be known as the French Disease.49    

 

In a gift sent to the French monarch, the choice of the ‘French Disease’ as the representative 

of the Theban plague, along with all the paintings references to incest cannot be a mere 

coincidence. The context of such a message would be the Italian War of 1542 – 1546, the same 

dates when this painting was being created and during which Francis I was engaged in a bitter 

struggle with the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V. It was produced, received, functioned as a 

statement for a given public and gained its connotative meaning within these conditions of war. 

Any interpretation must take these surrounding events into account.    

 

In the competition between the King of France and the Holy Roman Emperor, Cosimo was 

firmly in the camp of the later. So, and if Vasari was right that this was gift to Francis I, why would 

the Duke send a present to one of his most dangerous adversaries during this particular time? This 

is the same adversary who supported his republican enemies in the 1537 battle of Montemurlo, the 

same one who, during the Italian War of 1542 – 1546, had allied himself with the Ottomans in a 

move seen as shockingly treasonous by the rest of Christianity. A gift to Francis, and especially 

during these circumstances, would have been truly astonishing, unless as a deadly insult.  

 

The precision and subtlety of the depiction of the disease indicate a knowledge of medicin, 

a field in which Cosimo de’ Medici was highly informed50. That he was the one behind its choice 

as the representative of the Theban plague would be the likely hypothesis. There are other 

incidental indications that might suggest why Syphilis was chosen: 

 
 Knowledge about Francis’ health would have been one of Cosimo’s main priorities. 

Historians speculate that King of France might have contracted Syphilis as early as 1524. 

According to Pierre de Bourdeille, Seigneur de Brantôme, the king contracted it from one of his 

mistresses, nicknamed La Belle Férronière.51 While Brantôme is not a historian but a chronicler 

of his era, he does possess some historical credibility and the possibility that Francis did indeed 

suffer from Syphilis is a strong one. Furthermore, the text and the painting mutually reinforce each 

other as evidence in that regard; a gift by the Duke during that time, directly referencing Syphilis 

is further indication that the king might have suffered from it.  
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If true that there were rumors about Francis contracting the disease – and given his 

reputation it would be surprising if there weren’t - a choice of a Syphilis victim for the figure of 

the Theban plague would have functioned as a connotative linking of Francis’ infamous sexual 

behaviors to unnatural sexual acts and a pronouncement of his rumored malady as punishment. 

Furthermore, in a period when France was yet again engaged in an invasion of Italy, this would 

have acted as reminder of the previous French Disease pandemic and a signal of those believed 

responsible for it.  

 

REVERSAL AND REVELATION 

 

King Œdipus as King Francis I, represents a disorder resolved through a destruction of the 

one causing it. In this representation of the story of Œdipus, Bronzino combines elements from 

both Sophocles’ and Seneca’s versions. Such a combination would be predictable from a person 

recounting a story heard from different sources offering very close versions of the same events. 

Yet this painting is not only a narrative of Œdipus, it is also strongly influenced by Aristotle’s 

Poetics and is a commentary of current events based upon two of its main concepts. The figures 

not only represent themselves, but also express philosophical ideas about tragic theater and through 

these about Cosimo’s view of contemporary history.  

 

The two main ideas of Aristotle’s analysis of Sophocles’ Œdipus Tyrannus’s are Reversal 

and Revelation. The first is expressed in one of the most subtly disturbing aspects of the painting, 

the anatomically reversed hands of the Sphinx:  

 

Honey as the accomplishment of prophecy is presented to Œdipus by the Sphinx with a left 

hand anatomically attached to her right forearm, while in a right hand attached to a left forearm 

she holds a poisonous sting. The Sphinx is thus declaring that what Œdipus thinks is her right hand 

is her left and that what he thinks is honey is actually poison. This is symbolic of the reversal 

underlying the whole tragedy, for it is Œdipus’ efforts to avoid the prophecy that leads to its 

accomplishment: By attempting to escape from his parents, Œdipus ends up meeting them; by 

struggling to prevent patricide he commits it and by trying to avoid incest he ends-up engaging in 
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it.  

 

This idea of reversal, or peripeteia, would have been very familiar to Bronzino and Cosimo 

from a readings of Aristotle’s Poetics, according to which:  

 

‘A ‘reversal’ is a change of the situation into the opposite, as described above, this 
change being, moreover, as we are saying, probable or inevitable— like the man in the 
Œdipus who came to cheer Œdipus and rid him of his anxiety about his mother by 
revealing his parentage and changed the whole situation.’52  

 

The philosopher viewed Sophocles’ Œdipus as the greatest example of peripeteia, and 

Bronzino’s visual expression of it does not only serve to identify the play as the subject-matter of 

the painting but also acts as a reference to Aristotle’s philosophical analysis that aims to describe 

tragic theater as a whole.  Through tragic theater a warning to Francis of the coming tragic reversal, 

i.e. defeat in in the Italian Wars as punishment for his immoral acts.  

 

 

Fig. 7: Agnolo Bronzino, Œdipus Tyranus, also known as, The London Allegory, c. 1545, Oil on wood, 

146.1 x 116.2 cm The National Gallery, London. (Detail).   

 

The Poetics also closely relates the concept of Reversal to that of Revelation: On the upper 

part of the painting is a struggle between the figures of Time on the right and that of a woman on 

the left. The figure of Time seems to be taking a curtain off, revealing the scene below. In the 

Œdipus Tyrannus there is a direct reference to time ‘uncovering’ Truth: 
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ANTISTROPH. II 
 
Time, who sees all things, he hath found thee out, 
Against thy will, and long ago condemned 
The wedlock none may wed, 
Begetter and begotten 
In strange confusion joined.53  

        1264 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Bronzino’s representation is an almost literal illustration of these verses: Time is placed in 

a higher position, able to see all things, uncovering the scene, symbolized by Venus and Cupid, 

that reveals the truth of a mother joined in strange sexual confusion with her son.  

  

The figure on the upper left, facing Time, has often been described as that of Ignorance or 

Forgetfulness mainly because Bronzino has represented her blind, as indicated by her blackened 

eyes, a unique feature among other figures of the painting. In a painting whose subject-matter is 

the Œdipus Tyrannus, Teiresias, the blind prophet, should have been the ideal candidate for the 

blind figure aiding time to reveal the truth. The prophet’s blindness is clearly mentioned in both 

Sophocles’ and Seneca’s versions. In the Œdipus Tyrannus for example:  

 

ŒDIP.   
Teiresias! thou whose mind embraceth all, 
Told or untold, the things of heaven or earth; 
Thou knowest, although thou seest not, what a pest 
Dwells on us, and we find in thee, O prince, 
Our one deliverer, yea, our only help.54  

        316 
 
 
 

 

 
 
And in Seneca’s Œdipus:  

TEIRESIAS 
That my tongue is slow to speak, that it craves delay, it behoves thee not, O great-
souled Œdipus, to wonder; from the blind much of the truth is hidden.55 

 

So why, instead of a blind male did Bronzino place a Blind woman?  

 

The answer is found in the myth surrounding the figure of Teiresias; according to the 

legend he was a Theban prophet who lived for seven lives. During one of his earlier lifetimes he 



	

	

23	

was transformed by the Goddess Hera into a woman for seven years as punishment for striking 

two snakes. In Seneca’s play Teiresias is accompanied by Manto, a child he had while a woman. 

Thus, just like Venus’s golden apple or Cupid’s Bow and arrows, Bronzino gave Teirasias 

feminine traits as an attribute and as direct reference to his legend. Giving him feminine traits also 

helps distinguish him from that other figure that will acquire blindness, Œdipus himself.  

 

The expression on the Prophet’s face is one of horrified reluctance. His/her hand gestures 

reflect this ambivalence; seeming to both resist and aid Time’s revelation of the scene below them. 

Sophocles’ version of the play fully describes this ambivalence: Teiresias enters into confrontation 

with Œdipus and the blind prophet is at first extremely reluctant, struggling not to reveal the truth. 

In response to Œdipus questions, he replies:  

 

TEIR.   
Let me go home; for thus thy fate shalt thou, 
And I mine own, bear easiest, if thou yield.56  

 

 

 
It is only Œdipus’ goading and the Prophet’s resulting anger that pushes the latter to speak 

the truth:   
 
TEIR.  I go, then, having said the things I came 
To say. No fear of thee compels me. Thine 
Is not the power to hurt me. And I say, 
This man whom thou art seeking out with threats, 
As murderer of Laius, he is here, 
In show an alien sojourner, but in truth 
A home-born Theban. No delight to him 
Will that discovery bring. Blind, having seen, 
Poor, having rolled in wealth,—he, with a staff 
Feeling his way, to other lands shall go! 
And by his sons shall he be known at once 
Father and brother, and of her who bore him 
Husband and son, sharing his father’s bed, 
His father’s murd’rer. Go thou, then, within, 
And brood o’er this, and, if thou find’st me fail, 
Say that my skill in prophecy is gone.57   

 
 
 

        476 
 
 
 

        480 
 
 
 

        484 
 

 

 

The symbolism of Teiresias’ battle extends to the whole play. Bronzino is referencing the 

central tension between Œdipus’ ignorance, denials and final recognition of the truth.  

Using Œdipus Tyrannus as an example, Aristotle, links this revelation, or ‘discovery’ to the notion 
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of peripteia:  

 

‘A ‘discovery,’ as the term itself implies, is a change from ignorance to knowledge, 
producing either friendship or hatred in those who are destined for good fortune or ill. 
A discovery is most effective when it coincides with reversals, such as that involved 
by the discovery in the Œdipus.’58  

 

Thus, it is a combination of Reversal and Recognition occurring at the same moment which, 

according to Aristotle, makes the Œdipus Tyrannus such a remarkable play.  

 

Revelation leading to reversal indicates the painting’s a well-defined reading trajectory, thus 

determining a clear narrative: From the happy but injured child on the right, towards the act of 

incest in the center, to the plagued and despairing figure on the left representing its consequence, 

and finally upwards towards prophecy and time producing the last shocking revelation leading to 

the tragic inevitability of the fate of both kings, Œdipus and Francis.  

   

In a western culture used to reading from left to right, the painting’s direction of narration 

from right to left is part of the difficulty in deciphering it. But perhaps it also is a deliberate 

commentary by Bronzino regarding a play which start at the end of the story of Œdipus. Perhaps 

he is stating that, in a world determined by fate, beginnings are the equivalent of endings.  
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