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FOREWORD 
 
 
 
The present book is the latest comprehensive study on Barbara Longhi’s art. 
It is also one of the most recent studies by Liana De Girolami Cheney, 
whose vast scholarship on the sixteenth century, especially Mannerism, has 
contributed to a more complete knowledge and understanding of the art and 
some of the artists of the age in point. 

Cheney’s analytic examination of Longhi’s paintings in this volume 
presents the artist as an exceptional woman artist who depicted various 
themes: devotional imagery, mythology, portraiture, and self-portraiture. 
These attest to the wide range of Longhi’s creativity and the many sources 
that she used, for example, ancient characteristics of Longhi’s birthplace, 
Ravenna, and her view of the zeitgeist of the age in which she lived and 
worked—that of the well-known Counter Reformation. At the same time, 
Cheney underlines the singular characteristics of the painter’s originality 
and the latter’s sensibility as an unusually educated and surprisingly savvy 
woman (a fact that is evident in Longhi’s two wills, translated for the first 
time in this volume). 

The author’s convictions and arguments consider, of course, those of 
earlier scholars. However, her iconographical analyses are much enriched 
by her proficiency in roman texts and philosophy, religious texts, and, 
especially, her ongoing research on emblems. 

The book is divided into six major chapters in addition to an Introduction, 
Conclusion, Appendices, and a Selected Bibliography. Each chapter is 
dedicated to one of Longhi’s many variations on a specific theme: religion, 
mythology, portraiture, and self-portraiture. The topic of devotional art, the 
most important, is explored in two especially interesting chapters: one 
centers on depictions of Mary and the Christ Child that are deciphered, in 
part, as reflections of Longhi’s original approach to the love, affection, and 
caring between mothers and children; the other focuses on altarpieces. The 
chapter on portraiture and self-portraiture presents, as another example, 
Longhi’s innovative attitude to self-portraiture, which was thought to have 
been emblematic of woman artists in Italy and Northern Europe. In these 
self-portraits, woman painters identified themselves as intelligent, educated, 
and as veritable painters who, therefore, depicted themselves painting, 
playing music, and holding books. 

It is worth mentioning the clarity of the text itself. For instance, Chapter 
One is devoted to a description of Ravenna, its history, culture, and place 
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within Italy, whereas other publications tend to provide only brief mention 
of this milieu. 

Cheney’s research on Longhi’s art has already resulted in several major 
publications on woman painters: among them are articles (1984, 1998) and 
a book (2021) on Lavinia Fontana, an essay on Sofonisba Anguissola 
(2000), and a recent essay (2022) on one of Longhi’s images which has not 
been studied before: Madonna Purissima. 

 
Yael Even, Professor of Art History (emerita) 

University of Missouri at Saint Louis 
April 2022 

 



PREFACE 
 
 
 
A fortunate aspect of my life were my Italian parents, Pina (Giuseppina) 
Gabriella Benedetta Rizzo Quarta, my mother, from Lecce, and Ettore Mosè 
Lombroso De Girolami, MD, my father, from Milan. They instilled in me 
the love of beauty and wisdom, through art, literature, music, religion, and 
science. The origins of my De Girolami family are Florentine and Venetian, 
from the eleventh century, with ancestors in the arts and the medical field, 
including the physician and criminologist, Cesare Lombroso of Verona 
(1835–1909). This provided a stage for my quest to study the meaning of 
images and the inventive mind of their creators. 

My interest in iconography and iconology in Renaissance and Mannerist 
art began with my undergraduate and graduate studies at the University of 
Miami, Florida (1968 and 1970), Wellesley College, Massachusetts (1972), 
and Boston University in Massachusetts (1978). Under the tutelage of 
Professor Edith Watson-Skipper, a Platonic philosopher at the University of 
Miami, I studied Renaissance Neoplatonism. With Richard Wallace of 
Wellesley College, an emblematist and iconologist who followed the 
conceptions of Erwin Panofsky (1892–1968), I learned to decode 
emblematic images. And with Craig Hugh Smith of New York University’s 
Institute of Fine Arts, an Italian Mannerist, I formulated my investigations 
in the field of Mannerism and its classical influences. My quest to study 
female artists began at Wellesley College under the mentoring of the 
eminent miniaturist and Venetian scholar Lilian Armstrong. 

Thus my study on Barbara Longhi—to whom I refer in this text by her 
first name, Barbara, and not her last name, Longhi, so as not to confuse her 
with her father, Luca Longhi, and her brother, Francesco Longhi—
commenced years ago during my graduate studies and with presentations at 
conferences in the USA and then abroad. I first presented the results of my 
investigations on Barbara at conferences hosted by the Southeastern College 
Association (SECAC) in 1986, followed by the Renaissance Society of 
America (RSA) in 1987, the South-Central Renaissance Association (SCR) 
in 1990, and the Sixteenth Century Association (SCSC) in 1991, 1998, and 
1999. Presentations on female artists and women’s studies continued at 
symposia hosted by various associations, seminars, and universities: Ball 
State University, Indiana (1989); Amsterdam, Holland (1996); University 
of Miami, Florida (1998); Oxford University, UK (2011); Woman’s Forum, 
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Boston, MA (2015); and Beacon Hill Seminars, Boston, MA (2019). This 
resulted in publication of articles about Barbara’s self-portraits: in the 
Visual Resources Association Journal (Getty Publications) in 1996, the 
Woman’s Art Journal in 1988, a biographical entry (vita) in the Dictionary 
of Women Artists for Fitzroy Dearborn in 2000, a book on Self-Portraits by 
Women Painters in 2000 for Ashgate Publishing (revised in 2009 for New 
Academia of Washington, DC), and recently in 2022 with single articles in 
the Journal of Literature and Art Studies, the Journal of Cultural and 
Religious Studies, and the Journal of Arts and Humanities. 

Ad Barbara Longhi honorem! 
 

Liana De Girolami Cheney 
Ocala, Florida, 2022 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

‘Everything must have meaning.” (Tutto ha da aver significato.) 
Giorgio Vasari, I Ragionamenti (1588)1 

 
The purpose of this study is to highlight the importance of Barbara Longhi’s 
artistic contributions to the study of Mariology and Marian iconography and 
iconology in Italian art of the sixteenth century. Although there is limited 
information about her personal life, through the records of her two Wills 
and Testaments we learn about her administrative ability, family dedication, 
and most of all about her Christian religiosity and devotion to the Virgin 
Mary (La Madonna). 

In addition to the invaluable and noteworthy contributions of Alessandro 
Cappi and Giordano Viroli,2 extensive recent scholarship on archival data, 
documents, patronage, provenance, and restoration, with new attributions, 
were added by researchers such as Nadia Ceroni,3 Serena Simoni,4 Anna 

 
1 Giorgio Vasari, I Ragionamenti, in Le vite dei più eccellenti pittori, scultori et 
architettori, ed. Gaetano Milanesi, 9 vols. (Florence: G.C. Sansoni, 1880, repr. 
1970–1974), 8:87. 
2 Giordano Viroli, I Longhi: Luca, Francesco, Barbara: Pittori Ravennati (sec XVI–
XVII) (Ravenna: Longo, 2000); Giorgio Vasari, Le vite dei più eccellenti pittori, 
scultori et architettori (Florence: Giunti, 1568), trans. and ed. Gaston Du C. de Vere 
as Giorgio Vasari: Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, 3 
vols. (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1979), 3:1964; Alessandro Cappi, Luca Longhi 
illustrato (Ravenna: Seminario Arcivescovile, 1853, repr. 1985), 131–132, citing 
Vasari, Muzio Manfredi’s lesson to the Accademia de’ Confusi in Bologna on 4 
February 1575. 
3 Nadia Ceroni, “Barbara Longhi,” in Italian Women Artists from Renaissance to 
Baroque, ed. The National Museum in the Arts (Milan: Skira, 2007). 
4 Serena Simoni, ed., Spigolando ad arte: ricerche di storia dell’arte nel territorio 
ravennate (Ravenna: Fernandel, 2013); Serena Simoni, “Una nuova Madonna del 
latte di Barbara Longhi,” Romagna Arte e Storia, 71 (2004): 105–112; Serena 
Simoni, “The Stories of Galla Placidia by Francesco Longhi: Working between 
Bologna and Ravenna,” in Ravenna Musiva, ed. Linda Kniffitz and Ermanno 
Carbonara (Ravenna: Museo d’Arte della Città di Ravenna, 2014), 379–392. 
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Tambini,5 and Raffaella Zama.6 All these contributions assisted in better 
understanding Barbara Longhi’s artistic acuity. These scholarly investigations 
of her life and career resulted in a catalogue raisonné of her attributed and 
known paintings as well as noted comparisons of her art with that of her 
father and brother (see Bibliography). Furthermore, recorded in documents 
and inventories, in particular, her two Wills and Testaments (1624 and 
1630), here translated into English for the first time (see Appendices A, B, 
and C), provide some insight into Barbara’s persona. 

In sixteenth-century Ravenna, Barbara Longhi (1552–1638) is the first 
female painter to concentrate in her oeuvre on small devotional paintings 
associated with concepts of love and tenderness between the Mother of God 
and her Child, Christ (Madonna and Child). These Marian paintings reveal 
a fusion between physical motherly love and spiritual devotion and are 
steeped in the culture of Ravenna and Counter-Reformation artistic 
patronage. Working in the late sixteenth century in Italy, Barbara paved the 
way for mystical devotion or maniera devota (energeia),7 which would later 
be interpreted by female painters in the seventeenth century. 

Chapter One of this book, Barbara Longhi of Ravenna: Art, Grace, and 
Piety, describes the cultural milieu of Ravenna, the city where Barbara was 
born and lived all her life. Chapter Two discusses Barbara’s life, career, and 
her family of artists, drawing particular attention to fundamental issues 
relating to the artistic formation of female painters during the sixteenth 
century in Italy. This also includes a closer examination of the cultural 
milieu in Ravenna at the time, looking at issues including historical 
influences (classical Greek and Roman, medieval, and Renaissance), literary 
sources, and patronage as revealed in religious tradition and transformation 
during the Tridentine period of the Roman Catholic Church Reformation 
and the Counter-Reformation decrees (1545–1563). 

Chapter Three specifically deals with Barbara’s small devotional 
paintings, focusing on the theme of Madonna and Child (Mariology; Marian 
iconography and iconology), comparing her religious imagery with that of 
other female and male artists of the time, for example Sofonisba Anguissola 

 
5 Anna Tambini, “Modelli, repliche e inediti nella pittura di Luca, Francesco, 
Barbara Longhi,” Romagna Arte e Storia, 82 (2008): 15–40. 
6 Raffaella Zama, “Una Madonna autografa di Barbara Longhi già in collezione 
Borghese,” Romagna Arte e Storia, 98 (2013): 107–113; Raffaella Zama, 
“Un’inedita Santa Caterina sigilata Barbara Longhi,” Romagna Arte e Storia, 65 
(2002): 79–84. 
7 Lynette M.F. Bosch, Mannerism, Spirituality and Cognition: The Art of Enargeia 
(New York: Routledge, 2020), 1, n. 4, definition as “vividness, the power of 
language to create a vivid presence intimately connected to the emotions of the 
interpreter/receiver [or creator].” 


