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fig. 1  Fra Filippo Lippi (Italian, 
ca. 1406–1469). Portrait  
of a Woman with a Man at  
a Casement, ca. 1440–44. 
Tempera on wood, 25 1/4 × 
16 1/2 in. (64.1 × 41.9 cm). The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
Marquand Collection, Gift of 
Henry G. Marquand, 1889 
(89.15.19) 



J .  R U S S E L L  S A L E

Protecting Fertility in Fra Filippo 
Lippi’s Portrait of a Woman with a 
Man at a Casement

Fra Filippo Lippi (ca. 1406–1469) painted Portrait of a 

Woman with a Man at a Casement about 1440–44 (fig. 1). 

A highly prized work in The Metropolitan Museum of  

Art, the panel is one of the oldest surviving independent 

portraits in Florentine art, and its innovations are as 

numerous as its interpretation is complex.1 By the time 

Lippi took on the commission, he was a worldly Carmelite 

friar and priest in his mid-thirties, living outside his mon-

astery of Santa Maria del Carmine and competing in 

Florence as a professional painter.2 In this earliest-known 

Italian double portrait, he apposed conventional profile 

views of a male and a female sitter and located them in an 

interior provided with a window overlooking an inviting 

street scene featuring dwellings flanked by enclosed gar-

dens.3 The illumination from the left underscores Lippi’s 

self-conscious artistry. By casting a shadow of the man’s 

profile on the back casement, he makes conspicuous 
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recently, to the wedding of Francesca di Matteo Scolari 
and Bonaccorso di Luca Pitti, which took place by 
October 1444.7 The chivalric motto Lealtà (loyalty), 
embroidered in gold and pearls on the woman’s sleeve, 
fits the amatory and genealogical themes, as does a 
verse in the Song of Songs (2:9) that has been proposed as 
the model for the man’s gaze through the casement.8 
(The verse describes the male lover as “looking through 
the windows, looking through the lattices.”) The long 
Christian tradition of interpreting the erotic sacred 
poem as a celebration of the mystical marriage of Christ 
to either the Church, the human soul, or Mary estab-
lishes its nuptial associations.9 

Lippi’s double portrait has been viewed as depict-
ing the literary motif of a lover gazing upon his beloved 
at a window, but since neither figure appears to look 
directly at the other, this interpretation is problematic.10 
Recognizing that the woman and the man occupy dif-
ferent planes in the picture’s depth and that their gazes 
are on different horizontal levels and do not appear to 
meet, scholars have tried to explain the sitters’ spatial 
and psychological independence.11 Jeffrey Ruda sug-
gested the painting might be a posthumous commemo-
ration of the woman; Sixten Ringbom saw the influence 
of manuscript dedication pages, in which highborn sub-
jects were traditionally portrayed enframed in win-
dows; and Christina Neilson proposed that the figures’ 
nonmeeting eyes allude to the courtly concept of 
unrequited desire.12 Lippi was not always precise when 
directing his figures’ gazes, however—the object of their 
focus is sometimes hard to tell. Therefore it is uncertain 
whether the couple’s glances result from the innovative 
pairing of conventional profile portraits, the subjects of 
which typically stare straight ahead, or if the glances are 
meant to be perceived as somehow meeting in a modest 
and courtly way, perhaps with the aim of putting the 
bride on a chivalric pedestal.13 It is also possible that the 
figures’ gazes were intended not to meet. 

The figural placement and ambiguity of the spatial 
construction, which provides no clear explanation for 
where the man stands and appears too cramped for 
either figure, must be intentional.14 Rather than provid-
ing a factual depiction of a constructable locale, Lippi 
merely suggests a domestic interior—the camera of the 
lady—for his setting. As Keith Christiansen has noted, 
the artist “subverts the geometry of perspectival space 
in favor of a subjective realm.”15 Moreover, by omitting 
physiognomic detail, Lippi generalized the sitters to a 
degree that diminishes their individuality and trans-
forms them into idealized subjects who seem to partici-
pate in a symbolic drama approaching allegory. In 

reference to Pliny the Elder’s account of the origin of 
painting, which the Roman writer situated in the trac-
ing of a lover’s shadow on a wall.4 Although extensive 
commentary abounds on these and many other aspects 
of Lippi’s composition, there is one element that has 
been largely overlooked: the distinctive gesture of the 
man’s hands. This article proposes that the gesture is 
crucial to a full understanding of the work. 

Lippi’s romantic allusion to Pliny is one among 
several cues to the nuptial theme of the painting, which 
has been interpreted variously as presenting a courting 
couple, a young bride and her spouse or other relative, 
or as celebrating the birth of a child.5 The woman’s 
sumptuous dress in the French fashion and her luxuri-
ous jewelry and finger rings conform to characteristic 
bridal gifts of the period.6 Pride in patrician lineage  
and its perpetuation through marriage are indicated by 
the coat of arms under the man’s hands. The insignia 
has been identified tentatively with the Scolari family  
of Florence and indicates that the painting possibly 
refers to the marriage of Lorenzo di Ranieri Scolari and 
Angiola di Bernardo Sapiti, or, as proposed more 

fig. 2  Fra Filippo Lippi. The 
Annunciation with Two Kneeling 
Donors, ca. 1440. Oil on wood, 
61 × 56 3/4 in. (155 × 144 cm). 
Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Antica, 
Rome (1662 [F.N. 19220]) 
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variously as “authoritative,” “resting,” and “gesticulat-
ing.”25 Ringbom asserted that within the tradition of 
manuscript dedication pages, the architectural framing 
around the man would indicate that he is of higher social 
standing than the woman, and thus that his gesture sig-
nifies command rather than love.26 Two years later, 
Dieter Jansen took the opposite view. He identified the 
young woman as a duchess and suggested that, with the 
gift of this painting, the lower-status male was conferring 
upon her a pictorial homage or secular votive offering.27 

Although Jansen failed to win support for his identi-
fication of the sitters, he did recognize the visual impor-
tance of the man’s hands and correctly characterized 
them as Hörnern (horned hands).28 However, since he 
understood horned hands solely as a derisive symbol of 
marital infidelity, or cuckoldry, he felt it necessary to 
dismiss his initial identification of the gesture as wholly 
inappropriate for a marriage picture and instead pur-
sued a complicated, unpersuasive interpretation.29 

The male subject’s right hand does present a dis-
creet version of the ancient mano cornuta, or horned-
hand gesture, with the index and little fingers extended 
and the middle and ring fingers bent down (fig. 3).30  
The fingers of the left hand are posed in similar fashion, 
but with the thumb showing and the tips of the middle 
and ring fingers resting on the heraldic shield. Still 
widely used today as a symbol with multiple meanings, 
the mano cornuta dates from ancient times, as attested 
by its appearance in Greek, Etruscan, and Roman art.31 

Quintilian, in his Institutio Oratoria (11.3.93) of the 
late first century a.d., described a rhetorical gesture 
with the same finger configuration. He wrote that, when 
used by speakers pleading a case, it produced a more 
vehement effect than the more common gesture made 
by pressing the ring finger under the thumb and extend-
ing the other three fingers. While the orator asserted 
that every gesture “obeys the impulse of the mind” and 

“that there are many things which [a gesture] can 
express without the assistance of words,” he did not 
explain why the two-finger gesture was more assertive 
than the three-finger one, or why he considered the 
two-finger version inappropriate for use in the introduc-
tions of speeches and in statements of fact.32 Presum
ably, Quintilian’s audience was familiar with the mano 
cornuta and the connotations that would have made it 
appropriate in one context and not in another—meanings 
most likely drawn from the gesture’s use in everyday 
life. Thomas Richter suggested in his study of the two-
finger gesture in Roman art that it was precisely the 
rhetorical gesture’s close resemblance to the apotropaic 
corna (horns) that made it both more emphatic and less 

Megan Holmes’s words, “They present a visual dis-
course on female virtues valued by Florentine patrician 
society—beauty, piety, chastity, fidelity, fertility, and 
lofty social status.”16 

Christiansen proposed that Lippi adopted the  
boxlike space and sharply foreshortened perspective of 
his composition from representations of the Madonna 
and Child.17 More compelling is Luke Syson’s observa-
tion that the artist incorporated formal conventions of 
contemporary Annunciation scenes into the work.18 
Indeed, although its secular nature is clear, the painting 
shares a number of iconographic features with depic-
tions of the Annunciation. While the religious scenes 
typically present the moment of divine impregnation, it 
seems reasonable to assume, based on the social expec-
tations of the time, that Lippi’s young bride may aspire 
to become or may already be pregnant.19 In the manner 
of Lippi’s own closely contemporary Annunciation 
altarpieces in the Basilica di San Lorenzo, Florence,  
and the Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Antica in Rome 
(fig. 2), the Metropolitan Museum’s picture includes the 
inside-outside compositional structure of Mary’s pri-
vate chamber, the bridal thalamus virginis.20 Like the 
Annunciation painting in Rome, it features a prominent 
female protagonist seen against an exterior setting. The 
Annunciation’s outdoor space is the frequently repre-
sented enclosed garden, symbolic of Mary’s chaste fer-
tility, while the portrait presents an elevated view of a 
verdant street scene with walls and vegetation that sug-
gest urban domestic gardens. In both, a subordinate 
male figure (the Latin word angelus is masculine) 
intrudes into the woman’s private space from the  
left but remains visually separated from her—by  
architectural or furnishing motifs. 

Syson aptly recognized the male figure in the 
Metropolitan’s portrait as a “quasi-Gabriel”: like the 
announcing angel, he is secondary to the elaborately 
dressed young woman, but he is instrumental in the nar-
rative.21 Examination of the painting with infrared reflec-
tography shows that this figure was planned from the 
beginning to have an interlocutory role.22 His function, 
like the winged messenger’s, was to be signaled by a 
dynamic gesture that, in the man’s case, Lippi moved 
from its initial placement just below the chin to its final 
location on the coat of arms. That the painter carefully 
rethought and adjusted each figure’s hands in the  
double portrait underscores the importance they had 
for him.23 The woman’s hands have been described as 
fitting to her air of “demure self-possession,”24 while the 
male’s more active and distinctive gesture, located so 
prominently on the coat of arms, has been characterized 

fig. 3  The mano cornuta, or 
horned-hand gesture 
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(see fig. 13).40 The satyr design must have enjoyed 
popularity in antiquity, since it survived into the 
Renaissance and beyond in various media, as exempli-
fied by a carved gem formerly in Florence, a metal relief, 
and a terracotta lamp now in the Ashmolean Museum 
of Art and Archaeology, University of Oxford (fig. 5).41 

The rhetorical lineage of the horned-hand gesture 
and its reputed magical potency for repelling evil and 
promoting well-being apparently led to its adoption as a 
gesture of blessing, divine protection, and approbation 
in Byzantine religious liturgy and Byzantine-influenced 
art.42 In these contexts, it has sometimes been called 
the Syrian blessing.43 The mano cornuta appeared in 
religious settings from the sixth century at the latest, as 
seen in The Hand of God Blessing the Offerings of Abel and 
Melchisedec (fig. 6) and The Evangelist Luke, mosaics at 
San Vitale in Ravenna.44 In numerous works, the ges-
ture is used by Saint John the Baptist as he points to 
Christ, echoing the emphatic effect of the mano cornuta 
in Roman oratory (fig. 7). The gesture in the Saint John 
images suggests approbation and blessing and, in the 
example illustrated here (John originally pointed to a 
Madonna and Child, now missing), also draws attention 
to the words Ecce Agnus Dei (Behold the Lamb of God) 
written on the Baptist’s scroll. 

The mano cornuta was employed in secular 
productions also. On the nine silver David Plates  
from Cyprus that were presumably produced at the 
court of the emperor Heraclius in Constantinople in  
the early seventh century, the gesture carries a variety 

useful, since the horned hand’s function of warding off 
evil made it more appropriate for use in sepulchral art, 
where it appeared most frequently.33

Like horns in general, what is now called the mano 
cornuta, or le corna, had erotic associations and may 
have developed from images of phallic horns in Greek 
and Roman art.34 As an emblem of fertility, the male 
member was one of the most powerful apotropaic 
motifs in antiquity for warding off the danger of the evil 
eye—the envious gaze that was believed to cause harm. 
Representations of the phallus and other defensive 
symbols, such as the Medusa head, were commonly 
employed in Roman times on rings and amulet pen-
dants, as tintinnabula in houses, and on doorjamb carv-
ings.35 Indeed, the evil eye, or oculus fascinus, refers to 
an eye “that has the power of bewitching or enchanting 
persons glanced at.”36 But the Latin word fascinus had a 
double meaning: it could signify a malicious fascination 
or the penis itself. The proper name Fascinus was given 
to the spirit of the phallus, while a fascinum could be a 
spell, the male member, or a phallic-shaped protec-
tive amulet.37 

By the sixth century b.c., the related mano cornuta 
was employed by the Etruscans as a prophylactic in 
tomb art and on cinerary urns (fig. 4).38 It was possibly 
used for a similar purpose in theatrical performances  
in ancient Rome.39 A first-century design of a satyr 
waving his horned hand inspired a similar motif on the 
Martelli Mirror, attributed to the goldsmith Caradosso 
and probably produced in Mantua or Milan about 1500 

fig. 4  Cover of a funerary urn 
with figures of a married couple. 
Etruscan, early 1st century B.C. 
Terracotta, 16 1/8 × 32 3/4 in.  
(41 × 83 cm). Museo Etrusco 
Guarnacci, Volterra

fig. 5  Fragment of an oil lamp 
with image of a satyr. Roman, 
ca. A.D. 40–80. Terracotta, 
L. 3 3/4 in. (9.5 cm), Diam. 3 3/8 in. 
(8.5 cm). Ashmolean Museum of 
Art and Archaeology, University 
of Oxford (AN1893.278)
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instance, was occasionally portrayed using the 
emphatic gesture to mock his father’s nudity in scenes 
of the Drunkenness of Noah, such as those in the twelfth-
century mosaics of the Palatine Chapel in Palermo 
(fig. 9) and the frescoes of Saint-Savin-sur-Gartempe.50 
In Palermo, Ham’s actions are accompanied by the  
nonbiblical inscription hic ostendit cham verenda 
patris ebrii fratribus (Here Cham shows off to  
his brothers the private parts of his drunken father), 
anticipating the taunting tone of sixteenth-century 
cuckoldry scenes. 

The horned-hand gesture depicted in the Metro
politan Museum picture is the first-known early-
modern pictorial presentation of the mano cornuta in a 
secular setting. The bridal-chamber context suggests 
that Lippi was aware of the gesture’s dual prophylactic 
and erotic associations. Horn-related metaphors were 
part of ancient sexual vocabulary passed down through 
the ages and current in Italy in the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries.51 Verbal metaphors and humor involv-
ing horns, particularly in connection with cuckoldry, 
were common from Boccaccio onward.52 Vespasiano da 
Bisticci recounted in his life of Cosimo de’ Medici that 

of nuanced meanings.45 The plate depicting the 
Marriage of David and Michal (fig. 8), which Lippi  
could not have known, anticipates the Renaissance 
painter’s use of the horned hand in a nuptial context. 
There, in a joyful setting with musicians, the figure of 
King Saul directs the gesture toward his daughter 
Michal, who joins her right hand with David’s in the 
ceremonial dextrarum iunctio (clasping of right hands) 
modeled on Roman imperial weddings depicted on 
coins and medallions.46 The use of the gesture by the 
bride’s father in a marriage ritual bespeaks blessing and 
protection directed her way, yet the phallic symbolism 
of the mano cornuta is in play, too.47 After defeating 
Goliath, David was ordered to bring King Saul the fore-
skins of one hundred dead Philistines in order to win 
the hand of Michal; the young warrior brought two  
hundred instead.48 The plate’s amatory iconography 
includes the musicians’ flutes—wind instruments  
with ancient associations of passion, sexuality,  
and inebriation.49 

By the later Middle Ages, the phallic symbolism of 
the mano cornuta was apparent even in artworks made 
for Christian religious contexts. The biblical Ham, for 

fig. 6  The Hand of God Blessing 
the Offerings of Abel and 
Melchisedec. Byzantine, 
ca. 540–46. Mosaic. Basilica of 
San Vitale, Ravenna

fig. 7  Lippo Memmi (Italian, 
active 1317–47). Saint John the 
Baptist, ca. 1325. Tempera on 
panel, framed, 39 × 19 in. (99.1 × 
48.3 cm). National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C., Samuel H. 
Kress Collection (1939.1.291) 
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While verbal and visual references to horns and  
the horned hand were often featured in popular and 
humorous treatments of the relations between the 
sexes and marital infidelity, the appearance of the mano 
cornuta in Lippi’s painting demonstrates the survival of 
the gesture’s earlier, more positive associations with 
protection against the evil eye. Throughout the 
Mediterranean world, the power of the jealous gaze to 
bewitch and cause harm was as much feared in the 
early modern era as it was in antiquity.57 The evil eye is 
present in both the Old and New Testaments, was dis-
cussed by the early Church Fathers, and was dreaded 
throughout the Middle Ages, inspiring remedies to 
counteract its baleful effects.58 By some accounts, belief 
in the evil eye was universal in fourteenth- and 
fifteenth-century Italy.59 

the patriarch’s advice to a man suspecting his wife of 
infidelity was to swallow the horn growing on his head 
and then bury it in a ditch so that no one could see it.53 
The presumably ready audience for ribald horn humor 
associated with fools and cuckolds would have appreci-
ated the late fifteenth-century Florentine engraving  
The King of the Goats: A Satire on Cuckolds (fig. 10).54 
Witty mockeries such as this were so popular that the 
plight of the cuckolded male became a staple of the ill-
matched-couple theme in sixteenth-century Northern 
art and in Elizabethan drama.55 By the 1520s the mano 
cornuta gesture wielded by a fool deriding the betrayed 
husband or emasculated lover appeared in German  
and Netherlandish prints.56 The visual narratives in 
such images leave no doubt about the gesture’s  
phallic connotations. 

fig. 8  The Marriage of David  
and Michal. Byzantine, 
Constantinopolitan workshop, 
ca. 628–30. Silver, Diam. 10 1/2 in. 
(26.7 cm). Cyprus Museum, 
Nicosia (J452) 
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fig. 9  The Drunkenness of Noah. 
Byzantine, mid–12th century. 
Mosaic. Palatine Chapel, 
Palermo

fig. 10  The King of the Goats: A 
Satire on Cuckolds. Florentine, 
ca. 1470–90. Engraving, 7 × 9 7/8 in. 
(17.8 × 25 cm). Albertina, Vienna 
(DG1935/495) 
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de’ Medici for a portion of one of Lippi’s commissions.63 
From the wary look on Lippi’s face in his self-portrait, 
there may have been others, too, who wished him harm. 
He was a difficult personality and transgressive in both 
his business and amorous affairs.64 Stories about Lippi’s 
enemies must have come down to Giorgio Vasari, who 
suggested in both the 1550 and 1568 editions of his biog-
raphy of the artist that Lippi was fatally poisoned by 
angry relatives of a woman he had seduced.65 

The horned-hand gesture in the Museum’s panel is 
more discreet than the one in Lippi’s self-portrait, yet 
its placement on the coat of arms draws attention to it. 
Although no known Renaissance text describes the 
mano cornuta and its meanings, Andrea de Jorio’s early 
nineteenth-century analysis of contemporary usage of 
horn gestures and the persistence of their ancient con-
notations—in particular, their protective function—is a 
useful interpretive guide.66 According to de Jorio, wav-
ing with the horned-hand gesture, perhaps in the man-
ner of the satyr on the ancient oil lamp (fig. 5), was 
considered a defense against a generalized threat of 

“fascination” from an unknown source.67 The gesture 
could also be directed toward a threatened individual 
and even point to specific parts of the body of a person 
in danger of bewitchment. 

The male figure in Lippi’s painting enters the 
woman’s private space and faces in her general direc-
tion without meeting her gaze, perhaps, as in Lippi’s 
self-portrait in Spoleto, to avoid the harm that eye con-
tact might cause. He gesticulates, pointing at the level 
of the woman’s chest and waist in the manner of King 
Saul on the David Plate (fig. 8). Displayed conspicu-
ously to ward off danger, the gesture blesses and pro-
tects the family lineage, symbolized by the heraldic 
arms, and the continuity of that lineage, as embodied 
by the beautiful young woman who is the focus of the 
man’s action. Simultaneously, the sexual associations 
of the horned hand invoke the masculine generative 
force necessary for a fertile union and energize the space 
itself as a site of procreation within the honorable and 
chaste context of marriage.68 

Young women, pregnant mothers, children, male 
potency, engaged couples, and newlyweds were from 
ancient times considered to be most vulnerable to 
attacks of fascination by envious and malicious glances 
and to require defensive words, rituals, amulets, or ges-
tures to avoid injury.69 The poet Angelo Poliziano con-
veyed his contemporaries’ anxiety over Envy’s demonic 
power when in 1473 he wrote that Invidia/Nemesis cast a 

“fierce look” on the beautiful, soon-to-be-married 
Florentine maiden Albiera degli Albizi before calling 

Lippi’s familiarity with the mano cornuta and the 
contemporary faith in its power to avert malign forces is 
attested by his use of it in a second, more conspicuous, 
and personal portrait. In the frescoes he painted in the 
cathedral of Spoleto— his last work, nearly completed 
before he died—Lippi portrayed himself standing at the 
foot of the Virgin’s bier in the scene of the Dormition 
and Assumption of the Virgin (fig. 11).60 Ruda rightly 
pointed out that the artist’s image there functions as 
both a visible signature and a kind of a donor portrait, 
indicating his pride of authorship.61 Yet even though 
Lippi’s self-portrait is fully frontal and his figure nearly 
as prominent as that of the recumbent Virgin, his gaze, 
far from exhibiting confident artistic pride, is emphati-
cally averted to his right, precluding eye contact with 
spectators in the nave before him. He grasps his 
Carmelite habit with his right hand, using a mano cornuta 
gesture aimed downward, like a suspended amulet, and 
points to it with his left index finger so that no viewer 
should miss it.62 It is not known from whose gaze Lippi 
sought protection, but it can be assumed that there were 
artists who envied his success. Documentation exists of 
one such painter, Domenico Veneziano, who decades 
earlier, in 1438, had asked Lippi’s patron Piero di Cosimo 

fig. 11  Fra Filippo Lippi. The 
Dormition and Assumption of 
the Virgin (detail), ca. 1467–69. 
Fresco. Cathedral of Santa Maria 
Assunta, Spoleto. The fresco 
shows a self-portrait with the 
mano cornuta gesture. 
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century in Siena and Massa Marittima.74 Still visible on 
the walls of Massa Marittima’s Fonte dell’ Abbondanza 
is a painting from that time showing young maidens 
gathering phallus-shaped fruits from the branches of  
a fertility tree.75 The encouragement of procreation 
implicit in these works also lies behind diverse fertility-
related motifs in early fifteenth-century Florentine 
domestic art, among them, male infants urinating on 
poppy-seed pods and idealized, nearly nude figures of 
young men and women painted on the undersides of 
the lids of cassoni (marriage chests) (fig. 12).76 Through
out fifteenth-century Italy, infants and even images of 
the Christ Child were provided with sacred and profane 
magical objects, including branches of red coral, much 
as, according to Pliny, infants and young children in 
ancient Rome had been adorned with necklaces bearing 
phallic-shaped amulets or branches of coral to protect 
them from the evil eye.77

The content of Portrait of a Woman with a Man at a Case­
ment is essentially the same as that of the late fifteenth-
century Martelli Mirror case, mentioned above, the  
rich iconographic program of which is relevant to this 
discussion (fig. 13).78 Themes of love and courtship have 
dominated mirror decoration throughout history, and 
the imagery of the Martelli Mirror case, long recognized 
as symbolizing fecundity and procreation, is consistent 
with this tradition.79 The iconography, inspired by clas-
sical art and mythology, has been most comprehensively 
explicated by John Pope-Hennessy and Dieter Blume.80 
The relief features an elderly satyr facing a younger 
nymph before a setting suggestive of Bacchic nature mys-
teries. (Its elements include arching branches heavily 
laden with grapevines and a walled garden protected by 
an ithyphallic Priapus herm.) As full participants in the 
rites of Bacchus, the ancient sylvan divinity, both figures 

upon Fever to infect her with the illness that carried her 
away at the age of fifteen.70 Lippi depicted a similarly 
youthful figure with beautiful features and sumptuous 
attire—attributes likely to attract admiration but also 
capable of arousing envy. Together, the woman’s traits 
make her an ideal bride of the time and worthy of such a 
splendid portrayal. As the verdant streetscape suggests, 
the young woman’s fertility and the fecundity promised 
by the meeting of the female and male life forces invoked 
in the painting are at the heart of the work’s message.71 

Great importance was placed on marriage and fer-
tility in the generations following the Black Death, when 
the population of Florence declined from about 120,000 
in the 1330s to an estimated 37,000 by the late 1420s.72  
It is not surprising that a nuptial portrait of a young 
woman from this time should feature a discreetly phallic 
gesture intended as a defense against evil. Ancient pop-
ular beliefs in the power of phallic images to ward off 

“fascination” by the evil eye and to ensure fertility had 
been passed down to the Renaissance by multiple 
sources, including Saint Augustine’s City of God (7.21), 
in which the author, aiming to deride the nature myster-
ies of Liber Pater, the Roman Bacchus, quoted the Roman 
scholar Marcus Terentius Varro:	

It was obligatory for the most respected mother of a fam-

ily to place a crown on this disreputable organ in full view 

of the public. This was how Liber had to be placated to 

ensure successful germination of seed; this was how the 

Evil Eye (fascinatio) had to be repelled from the fields.73

Pagan fertility practices such as the one described 
above persisted in the Christian Middle Ages. During 
this period, high infant and maternal mortality was com-
bated with relief carvings of male and female genitalia 
on civic fountains, such as those from the thirteenth-

fig. 12  Giovanni di Ser Giovanni 
Guidi, called Lo Scheggia 
(Italian, 1406–1486). Reclining 
Youth, ca. 1435–50. Tempera on 
wood (lid of a marriage chest), 
22 7/8 × 74 3/4 in. (58 × 190 cm). 
Musée du Petit Palais, Avignon 
(MNR 320)
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and Necessity, respectively.83 The lactating nymph is a 
visual metaphor for the nurturing role of Natura as a 
cosmic power.84 The satyr, whose advanced age reveals 
him to be Silenus, tutor of Bacchus, symbolizes instinc-
tual lust and male sexuality as well as knowledge of the 
hidden secrets of nature. Together, the figures personify 
the necessary compulsion for reproduction embodied 
in the workings of natural law.85

While the mano cornuta in the Martelli Mirror is 
part of a more stylistically and thematically evolved 
iconographic program than the one in Lippi’s painting, 
the gesture serves the same purpose in both works: to 
celebrate and protect from the evil eye the reproductive 
powers of the figures represented. But whereas the 
danger is only implied by the male subject’s hands in 
Lippi’s work, it is palpable on the mirror case. Unrecog
nized until now, Invidia is personified by the hideous, 
raging figure located just above the inscribed tablet, 
where she appears emaciated, glaring with angry eyes, 
and crowned with snakelike, disheveled hair.86 Her fea-
tures conform closely to those assigned to Envy and her 
Greek male counterpart Phthonos in ancient literary 
narratives, notably Ovid’s vivid account of the hag and 
her foul lair in the Metamorphoses (2.760–805).87 Of all 
the vices, Invidia was the one most closely identified 
with witches.88

Caradosso’s menacing creature was more immedi-
ately inspired by visual sources, such as two glowering 
portrayals of Invidia by Andrea Mantegna. In the 
artist’s engraving Battle of the Sea Gods, from the 1480s 
(fig. 14), the screaming crone with withered breasts 
stands at the left and directs her fierce gaze to the right, 
her wild hair bound by a fillet, as on Caradosso’s mirror 
case.89 About a quarter century later, Mantegna imag-
ined a more frontal and fully clothed version of the fig-
ure in his drawing The Calumny of Apelles (fig. 15), a 
design that was soon disseminated in an engraving by 
Girolamo Mocetto.90 

Inspired by such renderings, Caradosso distilled 
his Invidia on the mirror case into an iconic figure 
embodying a terrifying presence.91 Moreover, his image 
functions in two seemingly contradictory ways, for it 
not only embodies the self-destructive nature of Envy 
and the danger of the evil eye but also serves as an amu-
let that neutralizes their threats.92 Invidia’s presence 
and role closely parallel those of the Gorgon head 
mounted at the top of the mirror case. There, as a well-
established model for the staring Invidia, Medusa’s 
decapitated visage rages with open mouth, furrowed 
brow, and streaming hair. In classical antiquity the 
Gorgoneion, or Gorgon image, was thought to be the 

wear ivy crowns and goatskin garments, and each is 
accompanied by a thyrsus staff.81 The nymph expresses 
milk from her exposed breast into a rhyton-shaped 
vessel while the satyr looks upward, extending a cup 
toward the nymph with his right hand and waving  
his left hand, with its conspicuous mano cornuta ges-
ture.82 The iconography is succinctly summed up in the 
Latin inscription natura fovet quae necessitas 
urget (Nature supports what necessity demands) on 
the tabula ansata (tablet) at the bottom of the com
position. According to both Pope-Hennessy and  
Blume, the female and male figures personify Nature 

fig. 13  Cristoforo Foppa(?), 
known as Caradosso (Italian, 
1447–1527). Martelli Mirror case, 
ca. 1470–1510. Bronze, inlaid 
with gold and silver, H. 11 3/4 in. 
(29.7 cm), W. 7 3/4 in. (19.5 cm). 
Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London (8717:1, 2-1863) 
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fig. 14  Andrea Mantegna 
(Italian, 1430/31–1506). Battle of 
the Sea Gods (left portion of a 
frieze), ca. 1485–88. Engraving, 
10 7/8 × 16 7/8 in. (27.6 × 42.9 cm). 
The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, Rogers Fund, 1918 (18.12) 

fig. 15  Andrea Mantegna. The 
Calumny of Apelles, ca. 1504–6. 
Pen and brown ink, with brown 
wash, 8 1/8 × 14 7/8 in. (20.6 × 
37.9 cm). Inscribed above and 
below the figures: Sospicione, 
Ignoratia, ividia, Calumnia /  
di Apelle, Inocentia, decptione, 
Insidio, Verita. British Museum, 
London (1860,0616.85) 
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To embody human fertility and natural fecundity,  
he depicted not a lusty satyr and bare-breasted 
wood nymph, but a beautiful young woman dressed  
in her wedding finery, perhaps already married and 
possibly pregnant yet modest, framed against a view  
of a verdant, everyday street scene. To ward off the  
risk posed by a demonic gaze, Lippi inserted a discreet 
form of the protective and generative mano cornuta.  
He placed it at a critical juncture between the two pro-
tagonists so that it would n0t be missed as the animat-
ing fulcrum on which the full range of the painting’s 
meanings pivot. As another of Lippi’s innovations in 
this remarkable picture, the central importance of the 
gesture is finally evident.
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most effective amulet against fascination. While a 
direct glimpse of Medusa’s face was believed to petrify 
beholders and spread contagion, her mask or other like-
ness was considered a defense against her destructive 
powers, epitomizing the principle of fighting fire with 
fire.93 In the Martelli Mirror, the satyr’s mano cornuta 
and the heads of Invidia and the Gorgon are apotropaic 
images intended to oppose the power of the malocchio 
(evil eye).94 Together, they provided a powerful magical 
defense against the demonic forces of envy whenever 
the mirror’s owner chose to observe her own beauty in 
its reflective surface. 

As argued in this article, the symbolic content of 
Fra Filippo Lippi’s Portrait of a Woman with a Man at a 
Casement is remarkably similar to, if iconographically 
less explicit than, that of the Martelli Mirror. Both 
works celebrate human fertility and reproduction and 
register the need to protect this fecundity from dangers 
believed to threaten it. The two compositions’ parallel 
content and the precedent in the David Plate support 
the interpretation of the Metropolitan Museum’s panel 
presented here. Lippi, rather than employing an overt 
allegory of natural philosophy featuring classically 
inspired mythological characters, merged the particular 
and the allegorical by idealizing his young Florentine 
sitters. Instead of an elaborate, humanist-inspired  
Latin inscription suited to a learned iconographic pro-
gram, Lippi incorporated the single, vernacular word 
Lealtà and subtly exploited conventions of marriage 
portraiture to reinforce his theme of love and lineage. 
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