
“Pictures must be 
miraculous,” said Mark 
Rothko, by which he meant  
they should connect us with the basic 
emotions that make us human, things like, 
in his words, “tragedy, ecstasy, doom, and 
so on.” All are present in the “miraculous” 
reunion, the first since the 16th century, of 
the astonishing cycle of erotic 
mythological poesie or “painted poems” 
by Titian, one of the most important 
figures in the history of Western art, now 
at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum.  

Boston is the first and only stop in 
America for “Titian: Women, Myth, and 
Power.” When the exhibition closes, one 
of the six paintings, “The Rape of 
Europa,” will remain in its permanent 
home in the Gardner’s Red Drawing 
Room. The rest will be distributed among 
other major museums in England, 
Scotland, and Spain for at least the 
remainder of living memory. 

Given Titian’s renown for using 
brilliant colors to present the spectacle 
of humanity elevated in sublime action, 
one could be forgiven for expecting the 
paintings to feel rather celebratory in 
person. They don’t. Any one of these 
paintings alone is a powerful thing to 
see. But seeing all six in one room is 
something akin to reading a tragedy by 
William Shakespeare from beginning 
to end. 



Complex and nuanced, the paintings are complicated further by how we view their 
subject matter – the victimization of innocents – in the context of #MeToo and other 
social justice movements. Several of the myths involve the rape of young nymphs or 
mortal women by Jupiter, the king of the gods, disguised in various forms, as described in 
the ancient Roman poet Ovid’s masterpiece, Metamorphoses. 

Titian is considered the greatest Italian Renaissance painter of the Venetian school, and he 
is arguably the period’s most influential painter in the subsequent history of Western art. 
Celebrated for his uncanny ability to make painted human flesh appear palpably, 
luminously real, by the end of his long life he had revolutionized oil painting’s technique 
as well as its function. There is a direct line from Titian to Rembrandt, Rubens, and 
Velazquez, and from there to any number of artists including Ingres, Manet, Francis 
Bacon, Lucian Freud, Jenny Saville, Cecily Brown, and of course Willem de Kooning, 
who famously commented, “flesh is the reason oil paint was invented.”  

As the most famous artist in the world in 1550, Titian received the commission for the six 
paintings, intended to hang together in three pairs of two, from the most powerful man in 
Europe, King Philip II of Spain. Titian correctly guessed that scenes from Ovid’s newly 
translated Metamorphoses would appeal to Philip, who at 23 had a well-known 
appreciation of young and beautiful women despite having married for political reasons 
the considerably older Mary Tudor, Queen of England.  

But artists as great as Titian don’t pander to kings. Titian would paint startling images of 
erotic passion, but he would also ensure his poesie resonated with “tragedy, ecstasy, 
doom, and so on.” In Titian’s series, as in Ovid, eros intertwines with death; the 
inexorability and indifference of fate collides with the far-reaching consequences that 
happen when mere mortals interact with the gods. In Greek mythology, which can be 
sexually explicit and thematically disturbing, there is little distinction between abduction, 
rape, and seduction. However, Ovid broke this mold by stressing the physical and 
emotional trauma of victims and illustrating the unacceptable, animalistic violence of 
their assailants. Ovid honored the play of feminine psychology and emotions in his work. 
Flickering between beautiful, comic, and grotesque, Metamorphoses was Shakespeare’s 
favorite book, and both authors challenged their society’s rules of gender conformity and 
sexual chastity. Writing a notorious and wildly popular manual on love and sex for 
women helped get Ovid exiled from Rome. 

However, Titian did more than illustrate Ovid. He packed his “picture-poems” with new 
levels of unidealized, lifelike detail as well as political and imaginative metaphorical 
significance. Seeing Titian’s “Danaë” (Titian’s answer to Michelangelo’s “Leda and the 



Swan”) we believe Danaë’s creamy, dimpled flesh, rippling gently over bones, muscles, 
and a healthy layer of fat, mottled with the suggestion of underlying blue-gray veins. 
Danaë reclines on provocatively rumpled sheets, her face flushed red, while Jupiter 
impregnates her in the form of a shower of golden raindrops. In this image, King Philip 
might have seen himself “seeding” his territories – with all the disturbing suggestions that 
carries for us of patriarchal might showering “benevolent” fecundity and prosperity on 
the subjects of its rule.  

As many have already acknowledged, images such as an imprisoned or abducted woman 
with exposed flesh being impregnated by a god in disguise raise big #MeToo questions 
concerning the past and present of art, culture, and morality. The Gardner has fearlessly 
engaged with these issues by providing contemporary views in wall text and audio 
commentaries from diverse scholars, artists, and poets. They’re also showing 
commissioned work with feminist perspectives from Barbara Kruger and the Gardner 
artist-in-residence team of Mary Reid Kelley and Patrick Kelley.  

Titian himself has painted a subtle sign of tragic import in the form of a shadow over the 
victim’s face in nearly all six paintings (that is if you can count as a victim a distressed-
looking Venus foreseeing her departing lover Adonis’ death while hunting). In “Danaë,” 



the first of the series, the shadow is cast by the god’s radiance striking the bed curtains. In 
the last, “The Rape of Europa,” it’s thrown by the woman’s arm, upraised partly to gain 
her balance as she awkwardly clings to her abductor’s back (spoiler: Jupiter again, this 
time in the form of a white bull), and partly to signal frantically to her companions on the 
receding shore as the doe-eyed animal carries her off to sea. Europa’s rolling eye, white 
and pupilless as if blind, says volumes.  

One painting links to another, visually and in terms of the psychological dramas that in 
the words of Alex Katz, “encapsulate eroticism and tragedy, present and future, while 
holding the viewer rapt with myriad compositional details.” In “Venus and Adonis,” the 
goddess’ embrace of her ill-fated lover is echoed in the next painting, “Diana and 
Actaeon,” by the visual rhyme in a background nymph’s yearning embrace of an angular 
stone column. Here the nymph crushes on Actaeon, another young, doomed hunter, 
whose own dogs will tear him apart after the goddess Diana turns him into a stag for 
accidentally glimpsing her naked body.  

In that painting’s mirror-double, “Diana and Callisto,” it’s the pregnancy of the titular 
nymph, one of her supposedly chaste attendants, that draws Diana’s wrath. In what looks 
like classic victim-blaming but is in reality revenge on Jupiter, Callisto is essentially 
punished for having been raped by Jupiter who approached her in the form of Diana 
herself. (Callisto’s fate as a plaything of the gods is a case of poignant “non-binary” 
injustice, according to Mary Beard, the eminent English professor of classics and scholar 
of the civilization of ancient Rome.) 

In “Perseus and Andromeda,” Perseus, son of Danaë by Jupiter, is arriving to save the 
shackled princess from being scarified to a violent sea monster sent to ravage the 
kingdom because of her mother’s hubristic boast of Andromeda’s beauty. Victorious 
Perseus takes Andromeda for his wife, and among their many children are the future 
rulers of Mycenae and the founders of the Persian civilization. Andromeda herself wins 
immortality among the stars, along with Callisto, whom Jupiter turned into a bear (only to 
be hunted down by Diana) before she too became a constellation (the Great Bear, which 
we know as the big dipper).  

Meanwhile on the island of Crete, as a result of the events in the final painting in the 
series, “The Rape of Europa,” Europa will bear Jupiter’s children, who will not only 
populate Crete but one day found a new continent in her name. The paintings as a whole 
revolve around “the power and lust, justice and cruelty, fate and chance,” as the curators 
say, “that underpin the foundations of world civilization and legendary dynasties.” 



Finally, yes, these paintings are deliriously, thunderingly beautiful. In the room with 
them, the overall feeling is one of consequence, not salaciousness, cruelty, scandal, nor 
even, despite the panoply of human figures adorned in gorgeous color, of celebration. 
And therein lies their greatness. Through all the permutations of ecstasy, tragedy, eros, 
and death, the one constant is something akin to what Simone Weil found at the core of 
Homer’s Iliad and which she identified simply as force – that is to say, elemental power, 
and not just the power of men over women, but the power of gods over men and women 
alike, the power of unholy fate and riotous transformation, and above all the power of 
history to illuminate the present and, through it – through us – to shape the future.  
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