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Sensual images of women, even fully naked ones, are commonplace today. But it was not 
always thus, as a look back at the Middle Ages reveals, when the representation of female 
nudity was inconceivable outside a tightly circumscribed framework defined by religious 
iconography. It was not until the florescence of secular art in the Renaissance that the depiction 
of women and their bodies became established as a popular and versatile theme, though one 
still constrained by specific rules. 
 
The first decades of the sixteenth century are a turning point in the evolution of the 
representation of femininity in art: the number of depictions of women grows rapidly and 
numerous new themes emerge. The exhibition Womanhood. Eros, Power, Morality, and Death 
around 1500 turns the spotlight on this key period, presenting around 100 works by artists 
including Albrecht Dürer, Hans Baldung Grien, Urs Graf, Niklaus Manuel Deutsch and Lucas 
Cranach—primarily drawings and prints, but also paintings and small figurines. Some of these 
treasures have rarely or never been on public display. 
 
In these works, woman appears by turns as seductive Venus, the virtuous heroine of ancient 
myth, or exhorting Vanitas. Other characters include the cunning ruler over man, the devious 
harlot, and the fiendish witch. These motifs are usually framed by discourses of morality and 
reflect the prevailing values and ideals of the time, which are often influenced by negative 
stereotypes. Women were seen as embodiments of sensuality and beauty, but then these same 
qualities associated them with sinfulness and mortality. It was also feared that their feminine 
charms would give them power over men’s hearts and minds. 
 
The exhibition aims to unfurl a panorama of early modern Womanhood in all its diversity. The 
subject not only merits art-historical study, it is also interesting in a wider perspective on cultural 
history and ties in with many issues under discussion today. The works are interpreted in the 
context of contemporary discourses of morality and virtue as articulated in the writings of 
Erasmus of Rotterdam, Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim, and others, and with a 
comparative view to textual and visual sources from vernacular culture such as broadsheets, 
sayings, carnival plays, and comic folktales. 
 
The majority of the art on display is drawn from the outstanding collection of the Kunstmuseum 
Basel’s Kupferstichkabinett (Department of Prints and Drawings). The selection is 
complemented by loans from major Swiss and international collections such as the 



 
 

Gemäldegalerie Berlin, the Albertina in Vienna, the Städel Museum in Frankfurt, the 
Gemäldegalerie Kassel, the Staatsgalerie Stuttgart, ETH Zurich’s collection of graphic art, and 
the Historisches Museum Basel. 
 
A catalogue accompanying the exhibition (ca. 280 pp.), with contributions by Ariane Mensger, 
Bodo Brinkmann and Karoline Schliemann, will be published by Deutscher Kunstverlag, Berlin 
and Munich. 
 
The exhibition is made possible by support from: 
Foundation for the Kunstmuseum Basel 
 
Media preview of the exhibition 
Thursday, October 5, 2017, 11am 
Kunstmuseum Basel | Neubau, St. Alban-Graben 20, 4052 Basel, basement galleries.  
Please enter through the Hauptbau. 
 
Opening 
Friday, October 6, 2017, 6:30pm 
Kunstmuseum Basel | Neubau, basement lobby. 
Please enter through the Hauptbau. 
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