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History of Western Art 

Part One – An Introduction to Art History 
 

Assignment One – Exercise 2 
 

 
 
Annotation of two paintings – Painting two 
 
Tarquin and Lucretia 
Tiziano Vecelli (Titian)    
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Tarquin and Lucretia 
Tiziano Vecelli (Titian) 
Oil on canvas 
188.9x145cm (1571) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

High status of the two 
protagonists is immediately 
obvious – the expensive 
jewellery, sumptuous fabrics 
and clothing, elegantly styled 
hair. 

Clearly not a willing encounter 
with Tarquin forcing himself 
upon Lucretia on pain of 
death.  

Assault/rape as a subject of 
art jars the sensibilities of a 
modern audience. It is only 
the setting that makes this 
vaguely palatable as we can 
distance ourselves from any 
sense of reality. How would 
this scene be regarded if 
the parties were in a 
contemporary setting and 
dress? * Lucretia’s modesty is evident by 

her tucked up knee. The artist 
falls short of full nudity by the 
use of a sheet and her left arm. 

The size of the piece (near 
life-size) adds significantly 
to its impact. We are almost 
there, part of the scene. Despite her situation, Lucretia 

maintains her elegant poise; 
delicately extended fingers and 
still-perfect hair. The tears 
rolling down her flushed cheek 
and her pleading gaze are 
beautifully realised.  

Tarquin’s power and strength 
is evident; Lucretia’s soft flesh 
gives way to the pressure of 
his tight grip on her 
outstretched arm  

The fabrics are exquisitely painted; the 

sumptuousness of the velvet drapes, the 

sheer voile over the legs and shoulder, the 

ruffled white sheets and pillows. 
Tarquin being fully clothed makes 
Lucretia seem instantly 
vulnerable; combined with his 
being above her and her lying 
supine shows where the brutal 
power or her attacker lies. His 
pushed up sleeves show that he 
is intent on achieving his goal.  

Despite the subject matter there 
is some feeling of restraint, almost 
as if Lucretia is conscious that as a 
woman of standing she should 
remain dignified regardless of the 
horror of her situation. 

Darkness dominates Tarquin’s side of the 
painting; the light is with Lucretia. Extensive 
use of red emphasises Tarquin’s fury and 
passion. His red-blooded ardour. 

The servant holding back the curtain is 
odd. He almost looks like a voyeur? 

A painting for Phillip II of Spain; the painter describes the classical history (or legend) of the rape of Lucretia by Sextus 
Tarquinius, possibly based on Livy/Ovid’s writings. This classical underpinning renders the subject matter acceptable (and 
provides a reason for depiction of nudity). (Titian, p164). This was a popular subject for art at the time, along with other 
mythological/historical themes (Dido, Actaeon, Cupid, Venus feature frequently in Titian and other painters).  
 
*Interestingly, work was engraved by Cornelius Cort under Titian’s supervision and later copied in the background of a print 
by Jacob Matham to contrast with a similar encounter between peasants. Would be interesting to see this work. (Titian, 
p164) 
 
Titian experimented with different poses for this painting, taking several years to complete it. 80 years old when it was 
completed it was arguably one of his last fully complete works. (Titian, p164) 
 
Experiments and changes in composition have been identified in x-ray work. (Fitzwilliam Gallery online) 
 
Titian also took inspiration from contemporary Northern European printmaker Heinrich Aldegraver (Fitzwilliam Gallery 
online) 


