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CHAPTER TWO 

BRONZINO’S PORTRAIT OF MARIA SALVIATI 

ROBERT B. SIMON 
 
 
 
Vasari writes that together with the portraits of the duke, the duchess, and 
their children, Bronzino painted one of “signora Maria madre del Duca”—
that is, of Maria Salviati. This reference is generally associated with a 
handsome portrait of an elderly lady in the Kress Collection at the Fine 
Arts Museum of San Francisco (Fig. 6).1 The identification of the sitter as 
Maria Salviati is relatively modern and its earlier classification, as a 
portrait of Vittoria Colonna, had a long and interesting currency. 

The portrait first drew notice at an English auction in 1848, when it 
was catalogued as “an abbess” by Bronzino.2 Two years later its new 
owner, Domenico Campanari, published it as a portrait of Vittoria Colonna 
by Michelangelo, promoting this identification in five publications which 
appeared in the 1850s.3 What was said to be a signature of Marcello 
Venusti was subsequently discovered on the verso and the painting was 
soon held to be a portrait of Vittoria, drawn by Michelangelo, but 
“coloured” by Venusti. So it appeared in Hermann Grimm’s Leben 
Michelangelos of 1863, which was soon translated into English and 
subsequently published in several editions.4 Grimm’s Life was certainly 
the most significant and influential biography of Michelangelo until 
Symonds’ (1893) and its impact in England among poets and writers—

                                                      
1. Vasari-Milanesi 1878-85, VII, 598. I am grateful to Dr. Lynn Federle Orr for 
kindly facilitating my study of the painting on more than one occasion and for 
furnishing information from the museum’s curatorial files. This included a draft 
catalogue entry by Burton Fredericksen, tracing the painting’s provenance in 
detail, referenced below. See Shapley 1973, 15, cat. no. K61. 
2. Sale, Christie’s, London, January 22, 1848, lot 82. 
3. Campanari 1850; 1853a; 1853b; 1854a; 1854b. 
4. Grimm, 1860-1863; idem, 1865, II, 320. 
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including Pater, Rossetti, and Hopkins—was immense. A superb study by 
Lene Østermark-Johnson discusses how this putative image of Vittoria 
Colonna, as an archetype of noble widowhood, was bound to both the 
era’s understanding of the relationship of Michelangelo and Vittoria 
Colonna and to its association with its most celebrated contemporary 
widow, Queen Victoria.5 A 1900 photograph of the Queen by Gunn & 
Stuart is remarkably similar in pose to our portrait.6 
 
Figure 6: Here attributed to the “Master of the Sedia Dantesca”, Portrait of an 
Elderly Lady, San Francisco, Fine Arts Museums, Kress Collection. 
 

 
 
                                                      
5. Østermark-Johnson 1999. On portraits of Vittoria Colonna, see Ferino-Pagden 
1997. 
6. National Portrait Gallery, London, x20129. 
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While the identification as Michelangelo’s or Venusti’s Vittoria Colonna 
was to persist in print for at least a century, the actual painting had 
reappeared at auction in 1885, still as a portrait of Vittoria Colonna, but 
once again by Bronzino.7 It was sold with the same designation in 1925, 
soon after which it was purchased by Contini Bonacossi and then acquired 
by Samuel Kress.8 Manuscript opinions confirming the attribution to 
Bronzino were made by Giuseppe Fiocco, Roberto Longhi, F. Mason 
Perkins, and Adolfo Venturi.9 The painting was given to the M. H. De 
Young Museum in San Francisco and lent in 1940 to the Masterpieces of 
Art exhibition held at the New York World’s Fair, but it was not until the 
following year that the painting was fully published as a work by Bronzino 
in an article by Walter Heil.10 The sitter was then still considered to be 
Vittoria Colonna, and so it was called through the 1950s. 

Signora Maria, Madre del Duca? 

The identification of the subject of the painting as Maria Salviati first 
appeared in Andrea Emiliani’s Bronzino monograph of 1960.11 Although 
proposed with a question mark, Emiliani associated the painting with 
Vasari’s reference and noted the similarity of the subject to Vasari’s 
roundel in the Palazzo Vecchio (Fig. 7), a reliable if posthumous portrait 
of the duke’s mother based on Pontormo’s portrait in Baltimore (Fig. 8).12 
Emiliani’s identification was accepted, if tentatively. In 1963 Berenson 
placed the portrait in his list of Bronzino paintings with the title, “Portrait 
of an Old Woman with a Book,” but captioned the illustration as “Maria 
Salviati (?).” Ten years later Baccheschi included her among Bronzino’s 
opera completa, also as Maria with a question mark.13 
 

                                                      
7. Sale, Christie’s, London, May 8-9, 1885, lot 305. 
8. Sale, Christie’s, London, July 31, 1925, lot 171, unsold; reoffered Christie’s, 
London, Dec. 4, 1925, lot 108. 
9. Shapley 1973, 15, cat. no. K61. 
10. Pach 1940, no. 7; Heil 1941, 2-5. 
11. Emiliani 1960, 72, pl. 28. 
12. Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore, inv. 37.596. See, inter alia, Costamagna 1994, 
236-7; Strehlke, 2004, cat. no. 30; and Langdon, 2006, 32-3. 
13. Berenson 1963, I, 45; II, pl. 1443; Baccheschi 1973, no. 39. 
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Figure 7: Giorgio Vasari, Portrait of Maria Salviati, Florence, Palazzo Vecchio, 
Sala di Giovanni delle Bande Nere. 
 

 
 
Figure 8: Jacopo Carucci, called il Pontormo, Portrait of Maria Salviati with a 
Child, Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery. 
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But somehow, without argument, speculation turned to assumption. The 
identity of the elderly lady became fixed as Maria Salviati—first in the 
popular series I Maestri del Colore of 1966-67, the texts composed in 
Italian by Emiliani and in English by Michael Levey, then in Charles 
McCorquodale’s monograph of 1981.14 And so in more recent studies―by 
Alessandro Cecchi in an article of 1991 and in his monograph of 1996; in 
Elizabeth Pilliod’s volume of 2001; in the monographs by Maurice Brock, 
Maurizia Tazartes, and Claudio Strinati of 2002, 2003, and 2010; and in 
the catalogue of the recent Bronzino exhibition in Florence.15 

There have been doubters. Karla Langedijk did not include the portrait 
among those depicting Maria Salviati in her Portraits of the Medici. I 
questioned the identification in my dissertation of thirty years ago, as did 
Gabrielle Langdon, in her 2006 book Medici Women.16 And in fact those 
who directly care for the painting, both at the Kress Foundation and the 
Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, describe the subject simply as an 
unidentified elderly woman. But as we have seen, these concerns have 
been largely ignored in the community of Bronzinisti. 

The reasons for doubting Maria’s identity in the San Francisco painting 
are both obvious and, I believe, convincing. Foremost among these is the 
age of the sitter. One may debate the precise age of this woman, but there 
can be little doubt that she far exceeds the 46 years of Maria’s age at the 
time of her death in 1543. Pontormo’s Portrait of Maria Salviati in 
Baltimore (Fig. 8), which may be posthumous, would in any case depict 
Maria in her final appearance, and Vasari’s roundel (Fig. 7) clearly derives 
from it, even if she has been somewhat prettified. But beyond the age, 
there is the simple fact that she does not look like Maria. The head of the 
San Francisco lady is broader, her lips thinner, her cheeks, her neck 
jowlier. The one clear similarity between the two is her widow’s veil, but 
this is very much a generic attribute, as can be seen in two near-
contemporary portraits now in Warsaw and Vienna.17 

                                                      
14. Emiliani 1966, pl. III; Levey 1967, pl. III; McCorquodale 1981, pl. 42. 
15. Cecchi 1991, fig. 16; idem 1996, 40; Pilliod 2001, 101, fig. 91; Brock 2002, 
79-81; Tazartes 2003, 132-3; Strinati 2010, 105, pl. 53; De Luca 2010, 339 (the 
painting was not included in the exhibition). 
16. Simon 1982, I, 190. Langdon 2006, 25. 
17. Anonymous Italian painter, Portrait of an Elderly Woman, Warsaw, National 
Museum, inv. 34678; published by Bialostocki and Walicki 1955, no. 95. 
Bartolommeo Passarotti, Portrait of an Elderly Lady, Vienna, Kunsthistorisches 
Museum, Inv. GG 9051, for which see Ghirardi 1990, 296-7, no. 111, and Ferino-
Pagden, et al. 1991, 94, pl. 119; another portrait by Passarotti of similar subject 
and format is in a private collection and illustrated by Ghirardi (no. 112). 
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The identity is further clouded by the existence of a replica of the San 
Francisco portrait, depicting the same woman but now accompanied by a 
young child (Fig. 9).18 Whether or not the child is a later addition cannot 
be said from the photograph, but what is clear is that she is entirely 
different from the one which accompanies Maria in the Baltimore 
painting, whoever he or she might be. 
 
Figure 9: Here attributed to the “Master of the Sedia Dantesca”, Portrait of an 
Elderly Lady with a Child, Present Location Unknown. 
 

 
                                                      
18. Oil on panel, 123 x 87cm when in the Sedelmeyer Sale, Paris, June 3-5, 1907, 
no. 147, as by Sebastiano del Piombo, with the child added by Bronzino. The 
painting more recently appeared as by Bronzino, with the child painted by Santi di 
Tito, at auction in Italy (Palazzo Visconti di Brignano-Gera d’Adda, Gilberto 
Algranti-Franco Semenzato, May 1998, lot 1384. The illustration, taken when the 
painting was in a private Roman collection, was kindly furnished to me by the late 
D. Stephen Pepper. 
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The Attribution 

If I have raised some doubt about the identity of the sitter in this portrait, I 
hope to go further by now questioning its attribution. And perhaps it is 
only fair that, with the extraordinary additions that have come to the 
corpus of Bronzino’s oeuvre of late, we take something away. With the 
exception of its nineteenth-century career as a work by Michelangelo or 
Marcello Venusti, the Kress portrait has consistently been considered a 
Bronzino. But a fresh look might suggest otherwise. The brief critical 
commentary that has been directed towards the portrait notes the similarity 
in composition and pose that the painting shares with the portraits of 
Lucrezia Panciatichi and Bia de’Medici. But are not these analogies 
completely superficial? While the two masterpieces by Bronzino are 
roughly contemporary, dating from the early 1540s, the Kress painting—
which should have a similar date were it to have represented Maria 
Salviati—must be considered a work of at least a generation later. It does 
indeed relate to Bronzino’s models, but in a wholly derivative manner. In 
place of the elegant tension of Lucrezia’s pose, in lieu of the preternatural 
grace of the already deceased child, there is here the natural weight of 
comfortable repose. The Kress lady may be severe, may be dour, but she is 
knowable, unlike the mysterious Lucrezia. Her hands, even allowing for 
her advanced age, are literal and graceless, the fingers akin to sausage 
casings when compared to the modulated sculpted curves found in 
analogous details in Bronzino’s work (Fig. 10). Similarly, the simplicity of 
the transition from light to shade on her fingers―more or less a straight 
line―contrasts with the carefully observed variations in Bronzino’s 
portraits. Details of costume, even allowing for the plainness of a widow’s 
dress, are workmanlike in design and execution, and the treatment of the 
background, with its single strip of pietra serena moulding against an 
undifferentiated pale green wall, unusually (for Bronzino) dull. 

The most crucial aspect of the portrait—the depiction and characterisation 
of the face of the subject—is where the Kress Lady most obviously fails. 
While it is evident that the painting’s condition is somewhat compromised, 
there can be little doubt that the portrait lacks both the powerful depiction 
of personality and the superb level of execution that defines Bronzino’s 
art. But then who is responsible for this picture? His name is for now 
unknown, but I do believe we can isolate a few other works by the same 
hand. Perhaps most striking is an unpublished Portrait of a Man (Fig. 11) 
once in the collection of William Randolph Hearst.19 
                                                      
19. Present location unknown. The photograph, dated April 1934, was kindly 
brought to my attention by Carlo Mastino. 
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Figure 10: Details of the Left Hands of Figure 6 (left) and Bronzino’s Portrait of a 
Lady (Cassandra Bandini?), Turin, Galleria Sabauda. 
 

 
 
Figure 11: Here attributed to the “Master of the Sedia Dantesca”, Portrait of a 
Gentleman, Present Location Unknown (Formerly William Randolph Hearst 
Collection). 
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Figure 12: Here attributed to the “Master of the Sedia Dantesca”, Portrait of a 
Man, Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum. 
 

 
 
Of smaller size than the Kress portrait, this work shows remarkable 
analogies with it: the static pose of the subject in the chair, turned three-
quarters to the viewer; the puffy unarticulated description of the fingers, the 
direct, slightly vacant stare of the sitters, and the background settings 
distinguished by too simple architectural moldings. As a provisional name 
for the artist, awaiting his eventual identification, I suggest that we call him 
the “Master of the Sedia Dantesca,” noting the Dante chair in which several 
of his subjects seem to be posed. Another example of his work, sharing both 
similar characteristics and similar taste in seating is a Portrait of a Man (Fig. 
12) at the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna.20 

Formerly catalogued as by Bronzino, it is now classed there as by an 

                                                      
20. Inv. 199, Ferino-Pagden et al. 1991, 57, pl.131. 
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anonymous Florentine painter. Here again we see the prosaic pose, direct 
but empty expression, bland hands, and minimal architectural background. 
Our artist seems responsible as well for a Portrait of an Elderly Man with 
a Child (Fig. 13) in the Museum of Fine Art in Springfield, Massachusetts.21 
Again this figure, seated in a Dante chair, shares similar characteristics of 
composition, posture, expression, and execution. And, when compared 
with the second version of the Kress painting with the child (Fig. 9), the 
two girls seem to be sisters, both in appearance and style. 
 
Figure 13: Here attributed to the “Master of the Sedia Dantesca”, Portrait of an 
Elderly Man and a Child, Michele and Donald D'Amour Museum of Fine Arts, 
Springfield, Massachusetts. 
 

 

                                                      
21. Michele and Donald D'Amour Museum of Fine Arts, Springfield, 
Massachusetts, no. 64.03. Springfield 1979, 122, no. 213 ill. The subject was 
traditionally thought to be a member of the Salviati family. Formerly catalogued as 
by Salviati, it is now considered anonymous. 
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Two other portraits might be included here. One in the Worcester Art 
Museum was long ago acquired as a Sebastiano del Piombo, but has for 
many years been given to Salviati (Fig. 14).22 Here, despite the sitter’s rich 
attire, one can see the hallmarks of our artist’s preferred mode of 
presentation: the formally positioned subject in a chair before a conventional 
background (including the door moulding), executed handsomely but 
hardly remarkably. A Portrait of a Lady sold at Sotheby’s in 1967, is 
somewhat different in composition, but seems in style a part of the group 
we have assembled.23 
 
Figure 14: Here attributed to the “Master of the Sedia Dantesca”, Portrait of a 
Bearded Man, Worcester Art Museum, Worcester, Massachusetts. 
 

 

                                                      
22. Inv. 1913.49. Davies 1974, I, 449-51; II, fig. 638. This portrait has recently 
been attributed to Benedetto Pagni da Pescia; see Nesi 2012, 37, fig. 10, 43 n.43. 
23. Sale, Sotheby’s, London, April 19, 1967, lot 43, as “A. Allori”. 
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Young Maria Salviati 

So, now that we have removed, or attempted to remove, both the 
attribution and identification of the Kress portrait, where do we now find 
Bronzino’s Portrait of Maria Salviati? Vasari lists the portrait of Maria 
among many executed over several years, and so his reference is of little 
use for dating. The parameters of Maria’s life are here crucial. Born in 
1499, she married Giovanni delle Bande Nere in 1516. She gave birth to 
Cosimo I in 1519 and was widowed on Giovanni’s death in battle on 
November 30, 1526. She died in 1543. Some years ago I suggested that 
the portrait of Maria Salviati was to be identified with Bronzino’s Portrait 
of a Lady in Red (Fig. 15) in Frankfurt.24 My argument was largely 
physiognomic, despite an age difference that must have been at least 
seventeen years between this picture and Pontormo’s portrait in Baltimore, 
and in part circumstantial as both portraits had the same provenance, with 
other Medici works, in the 1612 inventory of Riccardo Riccardi.25 

Subsequently, Philippe Costamagna drew attention to the bold 
employment of the heraldic colours of the Salviati family in the Frankfurt 
portrait, while preferring to identify the subject as Maria’s sister Francesca 
Salviati, and suggesting that it was painted on the occasion of her marriage 
to Ottaviano de’ Medici in 1533.26 Further support for Maria’s 
identification was given by Gabrielle Langdon, who elucidated various 
Medicean associations in the subject’s dress and decoration: her diamond 
ring, lily-decorated collar, and ornaments suggesting Medici dolphins, 
palle, and broncone.27 However, the single greatest objection to the 
identification of the sitter as Maria Salviati has had to do with her 
luxurious appearance in the portrait. Maria was widowed in late 1526 and 
is known to have dressed demurely in widow’s weeds for the rest of her 
life. And the date of the Frankfurt portrait is almost always placed in the 
early 1530s. The catalogue of the recent Bronzino exhibition dates it 1530-
32, at the conclusion of, or on the return of, Bronzino from Pesaro.28 If this 
date is accurate, the subject cannot be Maria. 
 

                                                      
24. Frankfurt, Städelsches Kunstinstitut, no. 1136. Simon 1982, I, 197-200. This 
proposal has been ignored save for Langdon’s (2006, 24f.) enthusiastic endorsement. 
On the portrait, see, recently, Strehlke 2004, 108, and Monaco 2010, 258, with 
bibl. 
25. Keutner 1959. 
26. Costamagna 1994, 296. 
27. Langdon 2006, esp. 29-30. 
28. Monaco 2010, 258. 
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Figure 15: Bronzino, Portrait of a Lady in Red, here identified as Maria Salviati, 
Frankfurt, Städelsches Kunstinstitut. 
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But the occasion of the Bronzino exhibition has permitted comparisons 
among pictures that might suggest that the Frankfurt portrait should be 
dated earlier, certainly before Pesaro, and among Bronzino’s earliest 
pictures. Perhaps the most obvious stylistic bond is that which exists 
between the portrait and the Holy Family in the National Gallery of Art, 
Washington.29 This painting, like the Frankfurt portrait, was long given to 
Pontormo, until Craig Smyth reassigned both to Bronzino; he dated the 
Washington painting 1525-6, at the time of the Capponi Chapel, and the 
Frankfurt portrait only slightly later, c. 1527-9.30 Here again the unique 
opportunity provided by the exhibition has permitted fruitful comparisons 
―between these pictures and the Capponi tondi―which seem to share a 
moment of common style that is never to be repeated in Bronzino’s work. 
The import of this for our present topic is simply that if the dating of the 
Frankfurt portrait can be placed in 1526 or before –that is, before Maria 
was widowed and had to put away her beautiful clothing—then the idea 
that she is in fact depicted in the Frankfurt portrait should seriously be 
reconsidered. 

                                                      
29. Washington, National Gallery of Art, Samuel H. Kress Collection, 1939.1.387. 
Giordani 2010, 58. 
30. Smyth 1949, 198-201. 


