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Cupid (son of 
Venus) takes aim
with his arrow.

Let’s explore Primavera! This painting is sometimes called The Allegory of Spring. A prominent Italian family 
(The Medici’s) commissioned Botticelli to paint this story to celebrate the upcoming marriage of Lorenzo di Pierfrances-
co de’ Medici. This painting features imagery from mythology, and alludes to Greek and Roman culture (which was a 
recurring theme in the Renaissance). This is a painting about love and hopeful optimism. Let’s discover some of the 
hidden meanings that are painted here, and learn more about the story behind this intriguing garden party! 

Venus (goddess of love and a symbol of 
marriage) is the central image. She stands 
above the others and looks directly at us. 
Her body language and the way she holds 
her hand suggest she’s welcoming us into 
the garden.

There are over 190 species 
of flowers and plants in this 
painting. The evergreen 
leaves in the upper right 
corner of the painting are 
laurels – a clever reference to 
Lorenzo (the painting’s owner).

Venus is framed in an arch of foliage. The 
way the sky shows through from behind 
the leaves almost looks like a halo glowing 
around her head. The cornflower blossoms 
she wears in her hair are a symbol of 
someone who is beloved – reinforcing the 
marital theme in the artwork.

Mercury drives the 
clouds from the garden 
with his caduceusto. (This 
may be an idealized  repre-
sentation of Lorenzo di 
Pierfrancesco de’ Medici.)

The oranges are symbolic of 
marriage, and they are also a 
symbol of the Medici family. 
Notice how the left side of the 
canvas is filled with fruit, but the 
right side doesn't have any. This 
may symbolize the passage of 
time.

These are The Three Graces 
(beauty, mirth, and abundance) 
dancing together. Sometimes they 
are said to represent chastity, 
beauty, and love. The three 
graces were commonly seen in 
classical Roman sculpture.

Zephyr (god of the wind) is 
chasing Chloris.

Chloris (the goddess of 
flowers) is transformed into... 

Flora (the goddess of 
springtime). She wears the 
traditional attire of a 
Florentine bride. She most 
likely symbolizes Medici’s 
soon-to-be wife.
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Full name: Alessandro di Mariano Filipepi

Born: (approx) 1445 

Died: May 17, 1510

We don’t know much about Botticelli’s early life, but according to 
legend, he was given the nickname ‘Botticelli’ (which means: little 
barrel) by one of his four older brothers. The name stuck, and as early 
as 1470, he was referred to in writing as Sandro Mariano Botticelli. 

He studied painting as an apprentice under the famous artist Fra 
Filippo Lippi. Later, he set up his own workshop and worked on many 
important projects. He was well connected with influential patrons of 
the arts – like the Medici family and Pope Sixtus IV. These connections 
earned him prestigious commissions – like working on frescoes in The 
Sistine Chapel, and paintings like Primavera. 

He was a jokester, and played pranks on the art assistants who 
worked with him. Although he was very productive, he was known as 
sort of a slacker – he only worked when he felt like it.

Botticelli is notable as the first Renaissance artist to paint mythological 
subjects with the importance usually reserved for religious themed art. 
His painting, The Birth of Venus (1486), is one of the most iconic 
images from the Renaissance. It has influenced countless artists, and 
has become a pop culture icon.

Unlike other Renaissance artists who tried to paint very realistically, 
Botticelli’s work has a soft, dreamy, ethereal quality. The way he used 
line work in his paintings was unusual at the time.

He enjoyed popularity during the height of his career, but then his art 
was forgotten for hundreds of years. It wasn’t until the 19th century 
that he regained popularity after two prominent British art critics took an 
interest in his work.

“...he was the only painter of Italy who 
thoroughly felt and understood Dante; and 
the only one who also understood the 
thoughts of the Heathens and Christians 
equally, and could in a measure paint both 
Aphrodite and the Madonna. So that he is 
on the whole, the most universal of paint-
ers; and take him all in all, the greatest 
Florentine workman.” – John Ruskin

Sandro Botticelli – The Dreamer

Probable self-portrait of Botticelli (from 
Adoration of the Magi, 1475)
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M Y T H O L O G Y  I N  R E N A I S S A N C E  A R T

Renaissance artists were inspired by classical sculptures, architecture, and the 
stories from ancient Greek and Roman mythology.

During the Middle Ages, medieval art was mostly religious in it’s subject matter. Religious scenes were 
still a very important theme in Renaissance art, but now art was open to other ideas as well – and 
mythology was a favorite subject.

Painting a mythological scene allowed the artist to display their unique interpretation of the story, and to 
stylize the characters and the settings to demonstrate their artistic talent. 

These works became collectible (and highly sought after) because having a painting of a mythological 
story implied that the owner had read and understood the original classical literature (which elevated their 
status, and made them a pretty smart person in the eyes of the community). 

Botticelli painted the goddess Venus several times, but he was not alone in his love of mythological 
subject matter. Titian, Raphael, Caravaggio, and other high profile Renaissance artists all made mytho-
logical masterpieces of their own.

Titian, Bacchus and Ariadne Raphael, The Triumph of Galatea Caravaggio, Bacchus
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P A T R O N S  O F  T H E  A R T S

During the Renaissance, it was common practice for 
wealthy patrons to finance the work of artists.

Patrons would approach an artist with an idea for a 
work of art. They might want a sculpture, a fresco in a 
church, or a painting for their private collection.

Patrons would put their requests into writing, and a 
contract would be made. Specifics details were all put 
into the contract, and once it was signed by all parties 
involved, it was considered a legal, binding agree-
ment.

The Medici’s were one of the most prominent families 
who contributed to the Renaissance by financing 
artists like Botticelli, Leonardo, Donatello, and Michel-
angelo. They even funded Galileo’s scientific explora-
tions, the construction of St. Peter’s Basilica, and the 
invention of the piano and opera!

The Medici’s were called The Godfathers of 
the Renaissance.

They were a family of wealthy Italian bankers and wool 
merchants who effectively dominated the politics in 
Florance from the early 1400’s to the mid 18th century. 
The family’s lineage is long and complex – four mem-
bers of the family became Popes of the Catholic 
Church, and two became Queens of France! Without 
their financial contribution, the Italian Renaissance 
might not have happened.

The House of Medici

Cosimo de’ Medici

Lorenzo de’ Medici

Pope Clement VII

Marie de’ Medici

Giuliano de’ Medici

Catherine de’ Medici
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S Y M B O L I C  I M A G E R Y

Last week we learned how color can be symbolic. This week, let’s 
explore another symbolic element in painting that holds secrets and 
hidden meanings – imagery!

Fruit

Oranges symbolize the beginning of a new family, and were often 
given to newlyweds. (They are also a symbol of the Medici family.)
Pears symbolize a faithful marriage.
Apples are symbolic of temptation and the forbidden.
Pomegranates are symbolic of eternal life.
Lemons symbolize unresolved conflict.
Strawberries are a symbol of harmony.
Peaches are symbolic of honor and virtue.

Animals

The wolf is a symbol of compassion and mercy. 
A white horse symbolizes victory and invincibility.
Dogs symbolize fidelity and faithful friendship.
Lions are symbolic of power and leadership.
The ermine is symbolic of purity and sometimes justice.
Birds are generally symbolic of the soul. Some specific birds have 
other specific meanings.
Peacocks are symbolic of eternal life. In some cases they can also 
mean pride and vanity.

Certain objects can also represent symbolic ideas!
Leonardo da Vinci,
Lady with an Ermine

Sandro Botticelli, 
Madonna of the Pomegranate
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T H E  T H R E E  G R A C E S

Ancient Greek and Roman 
sculptors often represented 
‘The Three Graces’ in their 
marble masterpieces. 

The Three Graces also show up in 
decorative and ceremonial artwork. 
These three women represent the 
graces of Beauty, Mirth, and 
Abundance. They are minor 
goddesses, and are often associat-
ed with Aphrodite (the goddess of 
beauty and love). They are shown as 
a group who are usually facing each 
other and forming a circle. Many 
times they appear to be dancing. 

Artists incorporated the graces as a 
symbolic element in their art, and 
also used them as an opportunity to 
show the human form from all angles 
simultaneously. Wherever you stand 
to view the sculpture, you can see 
the front, back, and side of the 
figures– all at the same time! Some-
times this is called seeing a ‘figure in 
the round.’

Roman tradition in Renaissance art

The Three Graces,
Roman copy of a Greek original

(The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
2nd Century AD

click to
zoom in
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N O W  I T ’ S  Y O U R  T U R N . . .

Botticelli always used egg tempera paint, and he usually painted on wood panels. 
This week, paint like Botticelli! Pick up some wood panels for painting at your local art supply store, or 
use a piece of scrap wood (as long as it’s smooth).

7

Art Express
Think of an allegory and sketch a quick 
drawing of how you would show this 
story as a painting. You can focus on 
one element in the story or try to show 
everything.

A 15 minute version for busy weeks!

What is allegory?
Primavera is also called The Allegory of 
Spring. So, what is an allegory? In art, an 
allegory is an image that looks like one thing 
on the outside, but if you look closer, you can 
find hidden meanings. Allegories are full of 
symbolism and metaphors that tell us more 
about what we’re seeing.

To learn all about painting on wood, click here 
and read this guide. It has lots of advanced 
tips and tricks if you want to go all in on this project. 
But, you can make a successful wood panel paint-
ing without all of the prep. Simply purchase a 
primed piece of wood at the art store that is ready to 
take home, unwrap, and start painting!

Once you have your supplies (wood panel, 
paintbrushes, and tempera paint), the next 
step in your project is to think about a story from 
mythology. It can be complicated, or it can be very 
simple. You can even make up your own myth! Now 
think about how you can tell that story in your art 
using symbolism in your imagery! Have fun!

If you’ve never studied mythology, 
you can find some basic info here.

Watch an 
artist
make egg 
tempera
paint 
from 
scratch!
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http://www.mensaforkids.org/teach/lesson-plans/an-introduction-to-greek-mythology
https://www.dickblick.com/products/speedball-gessoed-hardboard-panels/
https://www.amazon.com/Artlicious-Purpose-Acrylic-Watercolor-Gouache/dp/B075F8962Q/ref=sr_1_3?keywords=paint+brush+set&qid=1556999727&s=gateway&sr=8-3
https://www.dickblick.com/products/tempera-cakes-in-trays/
https://www.thoughtco.com/hardboard-or-wood-painting-guide-2578682
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5GCK5Y1rFEw

