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The Erotics of the Axillary Pose 
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Fig. 1. Joachim Wtewael, Andromeda and Perseus, 1611, oil on canvas, 180 x 150 cm,  

Musée du Louvre, Paris.

 

Axilla, feminine noun. The hollow part of the human body that is under 

the shoulder at the juncture of the arm, and which ordinarily has hair.  

     —Antoine Furetière1

 
* Versions of this paper were presented at the Early Science and Medicine Seminar, Department of History and Phi-

losophy of Science, Cambridge University, October 2017; the Midwest Art History Society (MAHS) panel at the 

annual meeting of the College Art Association (CAA), Los Angeles, February 2018; and panels in honor of Celeste 

Brusati at the annual meeting of the Sixteenth Century Society & Conference (SCSC), San Diego, October 2021. I 

am grateful to the organizers—Dániel Margócsy, Judith W. Mann, and Walter S. Melion, respectively—and audi-

ences of those events for their stimulating conversation, as well as to Marisa Anne Bass, Judith W. Mann, and two 

anonymous reviewers for their helpful readings of drafts of the essay. 
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erseus’s rescue of the       
princess Andromeda from a 
sea monster was repre-
sented numerous times in 

the second half of the sixteenth 
century and the first half of the sev-
enteenth century, north as well as 
south of the Alps, here in examples 
by Joachim Wtewael (1611), Peter 
Paul Rubens (ca. 1638), and the 
Cavaliere d’Arpino (ca. 1593–94) 
(Figs. 1–3).2 The well-known nar-
rative, told most influentially by 
Ovid in his Metamorphoses, hinges 
on Andromeda’s beauty: it was the 
subject of her mother’s boast that 
angered Neptune and led to his de-
mand for her sacrifice.3 And it was 
what drew Perseus’s attention and 
provoked his difficult battle with 
the monster: Perseus’s passion 
was ignited, and he was stunned    
by    her    beauty—Ovid’s text liter-
ally says he was “stupefied and 
seized by the image” (stupet et vi-
sae correptus imagine formae)—
and almost forgot to move the 
wings on his feet,4 so that Androm-
eda was able to effect, if only mo-
mentarily, the petrifying force that 
Medusa could not. Before he 
agreed to save her, Perseus de-
manded of Andromeda’s parents 
that she be given to him—this was 
a negotiation rather than an altru-
istic act—and thus, as Ovid put it, 
she was both cause and reward          
of all his labor.  The artist’s task, 
then,  was  to  present  Andromeda 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2. Peter Paul Rubens, Andromeda, ca. 
1638, oil on oak, 189 x 94 cm,  

Staatliche Museen, Berlin. 

 
as exceedingly beautiful and entic-
ing, to both Perseus and the viewer 
of the artwork. Various interpreta-
tions of paintings of the subject are 
possible, and an artist might be 
able to satisfy more than one brief           
simultaneously—Wtewael’s paint-
ing, for example, has been read as a 
political allegory, with Andromeda 
as  the  Dutch  republic  threatened  

P 
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Fig. 3. Cavaliere d’Arpino (Giuseppe Cesari), Perseus Rescuing Andromeda, ca. 1593–94, oil on lapis  
lazuli, 20 x 15.4 cm, Saint Louis Art Museum 1:2000. 

 

by the Spanish empire and liber-
ated by the Princes of Orange, and, 
more subtly, as an allegory of 
painting in the Netherlands—but 
my interest here is entirely basic 
(or base, if you will), focused on the 
affective qualities of Andromeda’s 
body and those of similar figures, 
consistent across a large group of 
pictures.  
 Andromeda was almost always 
foregrounded, depicted nude and 

facing the viewer, her hands 
chained to a seaside cliff or large 
rock behind her, usually standing 
in contrapposto, but sometimes 
partially seated. These three paint-
ings offer us the three main con-
ventions for the positioning of her 
arms, which is my primary concern 
here: one arm down and one up 
over her head; both up over her 
head; and both down and behind 
her. My contention is that there is 
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an erotic appeal—that is, an addi-
tional erotic appeal, given the con-
ventional nudity of the figure, its 
contrapposto stance, and its       
helplessness—in the exposing of 
one or both armpits (the axillae)        
in what I refer to as the axillary 
pose. This appeal has, to my 
knowledge, scarcely been noted in 
the literature on representations of 
Andromeda or similar figures, es-
pecially Saint Sebastian, although 
European art of antiquity and the 
early-modern era is replete with 
exposed axillae, from the Wounded 

Niobid and the Barberini Faun to 
Giorgione’s Sleeping Venus, Michel-
angelo’s Dying Slave, and beyond. 
They are especially common in the 
work of Joachim Wtewael, a lead-
ing painter in Utrecht at the turn of 
the seventeenth century, who thus 
provides a convenient touchstone 
for the considerations that follow, 
but are in no way specific to him: 
The Golden Age, for example, fea-
tures half a dozen nude figures 
reaching languidly upward for 
ever-available fruit (Fig. 4), while 
his various  versions  of  Mars  and 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4. Joachim Wtewael, The Golden Age, 1605, oil on copper, 22.5 x 30.5 cm, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Fig. 5. Joachim Wtewael, Mars and Venus Surprised by Vulcan, 1604–08, oil on copper, 20.3 x 15.5 cm,  

J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles.
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Venus caught in flagrante delicto 
by Venus’s husband, Vulcan, 
clearly situate the exposed axilla in 
an erotic context (Fig. 5).5 The axil-
lary pose may not quite be the 
“long-suppressed matter of fact” 
assigned to oblivion—nor carry 
the theological import—of images 
of Christ’s sexuality observed by 
Leo Steinberg, but the ostentatio 
axillarum abounds and deserves a 
reckoning.6 
 The axillary pose works in     
several ways: 1) lifting one arm 
over the head (a half-axillary, so to 
speak) tends to complicate and ex-
aggerate the contrapposto of the 
figure, enhancing its eroticism; 2) 
it exposes a normally hidden, ten-
der part of the body, enhancing the 
figure’s vulnerability; 3) by visual 
analogy, it suggests other erotic 
parts of the body; 4) it suggests ol-
factory as well as visual sensa-
tions; 5) lifting both arms (a full-
axillary) raises the breasts and flat-
tens the stomach7; and 6) for some 
viewers, it may carry an inherent 
erotic appeal, based in part on any 
or all of the foregoing or other        
factors. 
 Owing to the ubiquity of works 
of art including the axillary pose, in 
depictions of Andromeda and else-
where, it is not necessary to            
describe its pictorial genealogy. 
Yet a couple of engravings from 
Agostino Carracci’s series known 
as the Lascivie from the early 

1590s may usefully demonstrate 
that both the subject of Androm-
eda and the axillary pose were ap-
parently considered inherently 
erotic in the early-modern period 
(Figs. 6–7).8 It is furthermore 
worth noting, with regard to           
Carracci’s Satyr and Sleeping Nude, 
that a substantial portion of figures 
in the axillary pose, dating back to 
antiquity, are sleeping. Such fig-
ures—“perfectly passive objects of 
our gaze,” to use Bette Talvacchia’s 
phrase9—suggest not only a kind 
of abandonment, of un(self)con-
scious openness, but also of vul-
nerability, and this vulnerability—
shared by bound figures like An-
dromeda—plays a role in their 
eroticism. 
 The sensuality of the axillary 
pose is not at all limited to the fe-
male figure, nor is it limited to fig-
ures whose iconography is inher-
ently erotic.10 Wtewael anticipated 
Andromeda’s pose with a painting,  
also monumental, of the Martyr-
dom of Saint Sebastian in 1600  
(Fig. 8).11 In fact, if the attribution 
to Wtewael of a drawing of An-
dromeda and Perseus in Vienna is 
accurate, the artist initially trans-
lated quite directly the pose from 
the male Sebastian to the female 
Andromeda, reworking it later for 
the painted figure while maintain-
ing its essential form and  affect 
(Fig. 9), suggesting, perhaps, a     
conceptual  as  well  as  formal  link 
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Fig. 7. Agostino Carracci, Satyr and Sleeping 
Nude, ca. 1590–95, from the Lascivie, engrav-

ing, 15.2 x 10 cm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 6. Agostino Carracci, Andromeda and the 
Sea Monster, ca. 1590–95, from the Lascivie, 

engraving, 15.4 x 10.9 cm. 
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Fig. 8. Joachim Wtewael, The Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian, 1600, oil on canvas, 169.2 x 125.1 cm, 

The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, Missouri. 
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Fig. 9. Attributed to Joachim Wtewael, Perseus and Andromeda, ca. 1605, pen and brown ink with brown 

wash and white heightening, 15.8 x 20.3 cm, Graphische Sammlung Albertina, Vienna. 

 
between the Christian martyr and  
the pagan princess.12 Hendrick 
Goltzius’s 1583 engraving of An-
dromeda and Perseus has often 
been adduced as a source for 
Wtewael’s Andromeda (Fig. 10), 
but Lynn Orr has suggested that it 
also lies behind Wtewael’s Saint 
Sebastian, which might, she further 
suggests, explain in part what she 
calls “the exceedingly androgy-
nous character” of the saint.13 
Wtewael almost certainly knew 
the engraving, although there are 
many other potential models. 

 The Cavaliere d’Arpino consist-
ently depicted Andromeda with her 
arms down, but he made use of the 
full-axillary pose in his Martyrdom of 
Saint Sebastian, dated variously         
to the 1590s or around 1617 (Fig.  
11).14 Like Andromeda, Sebastian is 
usually shown nude, standing, with 
his arms bound behind him—in his 
case, to a tree or post—with both 
arms down, one up, or both up.        
Facing the viewer in d’Arpino’s 
paint-ing, he carries considerable 
erotic force and appeal.15 With his 
“soft,  sensual,  and  feminine  body,”16 
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  Fig. 11. Cavaliere d’Arpino (Giuseppe Cesari),      
             Saint Sebastian, 1590s/ca. 1617 [?],                     
                       oil on panel, 96 x 69 cm,  
              Quadreria dei Girolamini, Naples. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Fig. 10. Hendrick Goltzius, Perseus and An-
dromeda, 1583, engraving, 19.8 x 14.5 cm, 

British Museum, London. 
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d’Arpino’s Sebastian echoes what 
Elizabeth Bartman has called the 
“sexy boys” of Hellenistic and Ro-
man sculpture and anticipates the 
ephebic youths of French neoclas-
sical painting and Thomas Mann’s 
Tadzio, whose “armpits were still 
as smooth as a statue’s.”17 
 As with Andromeda, regardless 
of which conventional pose an art-
ist used to depict Sebastian, the 
compositions almost invariably 
present the youthful saint’s beauti-
ful nude body to the viewer and are 
thus about that nude body and its 
relationship to the viewer, even 
though there was no iconographic 
justification for Sebastian’s sensu-
ality. As Jacobus de Voragine told it 
in The Golden Legend, Sebastian 
was a commander of a Roman co-
hort attached to the emperor’s per-
sonal retinue who was condemned 
to death when his Christianity was 
discovered. Bound and shot with 
so many arrows that his body 
looked like a porcupine, he mirac-
ulously survived and avowed his 
faith again, only to be clubbed to 
death.18 It was only over the course 
of the early-modern period that he 
developed from a mature man to a 
tender youth and the traditional 
reading of the Roman archers’ ar-
rows as metaphors of the plague 
was “contaminated” by a confla-
tion with Cupid’s arrows of love. 
Concomitantly, the depiction of the 
saint was increasingly eroticized.19 

 The exaggeration of the con-
trapposto—jutting the hip farther 
off-axis, deepening the figure’s       
S-curve, twisting the body into a 
figura serpentinata—may enhance 
the   eroticism,   but   that   eroticism 
can be further amplified by raising 
an arm, which in Wtewael’s paint-
ing may be its primary purpose: 
the saint’s left arm is not yet 
bound, but it rises to expose the ax-
illa in a gesture with no obvious 
narrative justification.20 
 Sebastian’s sensuality is some-
times emphasized by complete nu-
dity, as in d’Arpino’s painting and 
iterations of Alessandro Vittoria’s 
sculpture of the saint, first realized 
as a life-sized work in stone for an 
altar in San Francesco della Vigna 
in Venice, but then circulated 
widely, including in the north, as 
copies or casts of a small bronze 
version.21 Paolo Veronese’s por-
trait of Vittoria with a (possibly 
whitewashed terracotta) model 
for the figure reminds us of the tac-
tile qualities of the sculpture—that 
it was meant to be held, caressed 
even (Fig. 12).22 Comparably, our 
eyes are meant to linger over—vis-
ually caress—the body of Saint Se-
bastian in paintings of the subject. 
 Concerns about the sensuality 
of images of Saint Sebastian were 
expressed already in the sixteenth 
century, most saliently in Giorgio 
Vasari’s well-known account of a 
large painting of Saint Sebastian by  
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Fig. 12. Paolo Veronese, Alessandro Vittoria 
(1524/25–1608), ca. 1580, oil on canvas,  
110.5 x 81.9 cm, Metropolitan Museum  

of Art, New York. 

 
Fra Bartolomeo, executed for San 
Marco in Florence around 1514–
15. According to Vasari, he had 
been criticized more than once for 
his inability to depict nudes and 
thus committed himself to demon-
strate his skill in this regard, more 
than, one infers, to satisfy a devo-
tional brief, his own fidelity to Sav-
onarola notwithstanding. This life-
sized nude Sebastian with a “sweet 
air” was removed from its place in 
the church by the friars who had 
heard in the confessional from 
“women who in looking at it had 
sinned [“were corrupted” in Va-
sari’s first edition] through the 
lovely and lascivious imitation of 
the living person given him by the 

skill of Fra Bartolomeo.”23 The 
painting is untraced, having en-
tered the collection of King Francis 
I of France and subsequently dis-
appeared, but the composition, 
known from a reduced copy in Fie-
sole, features the nude, nubile saint 
reaching upwards for his martyr’s 
palm in a half-axillary pose re-
calling that of the monumental Sal-
vator Mundi that the Frate also 
completed around that time, but 
with far less clothing.24 Toward the 
end of the century, Giovanni Paolo 
Lomazzo repeated Vasari’s story 
and recommended that artists de-
pict the saint shot with arrows and 
covered with blood so that he 
wouldn’t appear as the “beautiful, 
lovely, and white nude that he 
was.”25 Hideous figures like a Grü-
newald Christ were not forthcom-
ing, however, and Lomazzo may 
have underestimated the erotic ap-
peal of the violated, bloody body 
anyway. What is also unstated in 
the sixteenth-century literature on 
Saint Sebastian and other male 
nudes that might give cause for 
scandal is their potential homoe-
rotic appeal, which Richard Spear 
emphasized in connection with 
Guido Reni’s paintings of the sub-
ject, such as the canvas of around 
1615 in the Pinacoteca Capitolina 
(Fig. 13), although others have          
disputed it.26 The identity of the 
original owner of Wtewael’s Saint         
Sebastian is  unknown,  but  it  is  an
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Fig. 13. Guido Reni, Saint Sebastian, ca. 1615, oil on canvas, 130 x 99 cm.  
Roma, Musei Capitolini, Pinacoteca Capitolina. © Roma, Sovrintendenza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali. 

 Photo: Archivio Fotografico dei Musei Capitolini.
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unusual picture in the artist’s      
oeuvre and was almost certainly 
painted for someone in particular. 
The patron was probably—though 
not necessarily—male, possibly a 
namesake of the saint, and, in any 
case, surely aware of—and recep-
tive to—the erotic qualities of the 
picture. It is perhaps no surprise 
that male figures in an axillary 
pose are most often passive, dis-
empowered, and vulnerable, en-
acting the feminization of the male 
figure, or at least the proposal of an 
alternative masculinity. Sebas-
tian’s axillary pose in Reni’s paint-
ing merits only a glancing but per-
ceptive mention by Spear in a cata-
log of the figure’s qualities: his 
“soft flesh, full lips, defenseless 
armpits, supple belly, and bare 
groin.”27 I contend that the pose 
contributes greatly to Sebastian’s 
eroticism, and perhaps it is no 
mere chance or compositional ne-
cessity that induced Reni to plunge 
an arrow precisely into the “de-
fenseless armpit.” Here the armpit 
may substitute for Sebastian’s 
even more tender, vulnerable 
parts, hidden from our view. 
Wtewael’s painting may include an 
additional substitution, beyond his 
body: the steeply foreshortened 
nude angel approaching Sebastian 
at the upper right—a more ex-
treme version of an analogous 
putto in Titian’s Rape of Europa—
may also manifest a displacement 

of the martyr’s sexuality, offering 
the viewer another point of entry 
into the subject.  
 Such an extra-corporeal substi-
tution has been discerned in 
Wtewael’s Perseus and Andromeda 
as well, in that the conch on which 
Andromeda rests her foot in 
Wtewael’s painting acts as a visual 
metaphor for her concealed geni-
talia, displaced and exposed, and 
thus a “startlingly direct route of 
entry into the figure,” as Joanna 
Woodall has put it.28 But might one 
also suggest that her proffered 
armpit—a part of the body not 
usually exposed—may play that 
role, substituting for Andromeda’s 
unavailable pudenda, featureless 
in Goltzius’s print and draped in 
Wtewael’s painting?29 This is not to 
say that the armpit cannot act on 
its own behalf, rather than as a 
proxy for some other body part. In 
Wtewael’s  Adam and  Eve (Fig. 14),  
for example, the female body is 
presented simultaneously to the 
viewer of the painting and a figure 
within the painting, that is, 
Adam—who functions as a surro-
gate for the viewer, as it were,         
in both the narrative and the com-
position, so that the viewer inter-
acts doubly with Eve’s form. Before 
they ate of the fruit of the Tree          
of the Knowledge of Good and           
Evil, Adam and Eve were naked but 
innocent; afterwards, they were na-
ked and ashamed. For most Bible 
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commentators from Early Christian 
times at least through the Renais-
sance, the Edenic couple’s sin intro-
duced into the world sexuality as 
we now know it, full of lust and           
uncontrollable desire. In some 
apocryphal accounts, exegetical 
commentaries, and heretical ver-
sions of the Fall, Eve’s deception by 
the serpent (who was sometimes 
understood as a fallen angel) in-
cluded sexual intercourse, or Eve’s            
temptation of Adam was enacted 
through sexual seduction.30 
 In Wtewael’s depiction of the 
subject, a painting on copper from 
around 1610—that is, contempo-
raneous with the Andromeda—
Eve’s right hand, aloft, holds an ap-
ple at the mouth of the serpent. Her 
left hand brings another apple to 
Adam. Her two arms form an ele-
gant S-curve, framing her two deli-
cate breasts. Reaching around her 
waist and placing his left hand on 
her cocked hip, Adam takes the ap-
ple from her with his right, so that 
their two arms are extensions of 
each other, joined by the Forbid-
den Fruit. While she looks at the 
apple in their hands, he gazes up 
into her eyes. But he is also nestled 
beneath her arm, confronting her 
naked breast, pomaceous in its 
shape, size, and color. Each pair of 
legs is an echo of the other. The two 
figures, though scarcely touching, 
work in unison, one with each 
other, bone of bone and flesh of 

flesh. The dynamic balance of the 
two nude figures reads as sexual 
tension, anticipated union, per-
haps, rather than the actual union 
of Mars and Venus (Fig. 5). It is 
reminiscent of Michelangelo’s sim-
ilarly meaningful compositional 
entwining of figures on the Sistine 
ceiling, albeit with the positions of 
Adam and Eve reversed—an en-
twining that unspools in the Expul-
sion. In Wtewael’s painting, there 
is something specific about Eve’s 
raised arm that makes his compo-
sition particularly compelling. To 
this we might contrast an engrav-
ing of the subject by Jan Saen-
redam after Abraham Bloemaert, 
from 1604, which may have been a 
source for Wtewael—note the re-
lationship of the serpent, apple, 
and Eve’s lifted right hand as she 
hands Adam a second apple with 
her left—but a source greatly 
transformed (Fig. 15). Bloemaert’s 
Adam and Eve are at a distance 
from each other, and there is no 
complementarity between the fig-
ures. Adam looks down, his arms 
hanging limply, withdrawn into 
himself and away from Eve. It is as 
if they have already entered their 
post-lapsarian alienation from 
each other. 
 A still from David O. Russell’s 
1996 film Flirting with Disaster,31 
with Patricia Arquette and Josh 
Brolin, may prompt one to see 
Wtewael’s Adam and Eve in a whole
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Fig. 15. Jan Saenredam after Abraham                
Bloemaert, Adam and Eve, 1604,  

engraving, 27.2 x 19.7 cm. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 14. Joachim Wtewael, Adam and Eve, ca. 

1610, oil on copper, 39.5 x 28.7 cm,  
private collection. 
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new light and take seriously the 
possibility that Wtewael is using not 
only Eve’s armpit but also Adam’s 
proximate engagement with it to en-
hance the eroticism of the painting 
(Fig. 16).32 What is Adam’s next 
move here?33 
 Wtewael’s painting, with Adam’s 
nose nestled beneath Eve’s upraised 
arm, evokes a sense other than 
sight, perhaps calling to mind refer-
ences to smell like a passage from 
Junichiro Tanizaki’s 1924 novel,  
Naomi, about the narrator’s dance 
instructor, whom he calls “the white 
countess,” taller  than  he  by  a  head: 

[H]er body had a certain sweet fragrance. 

“Her armpits stink,” I heard the students 

in the mandolin club say later. I’m told 

that Westerners do have strong body 

odor, and no doubt it was true of the 

countess. She probably used perfume to 

hide it. But to me, the faint, sweet-sour 

combination of perfume and perspiration 

was not at all displeasing—to the con-

trary, I found it deeply alluring. It made 

me think of lands across the sea I’d never 

seen, of exquisite, exotic flower gardens. 

 “This is the fragrance exuded by the 

countess’s white body!” I told myself,        

enraptured, as I inhaled the aroma         

greedily.34 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 16. Still from Flirting with Disaster (1996; dir. David O. Russell). 
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 Most human body odor origi-
nates in the armpits; there apo-
crine glands produce a fluid that is 
broken down by bacteria into fatty       
acids and steroids that smell 
musky.35 In an important article in 
the journal Psychiatry in 1975,        
titled “The Sexual Significance of 
the Axillae,” Benjamin Brody at-
tempted to redress the previous 
lack of attention to the armpit, es-
pecially with respect to its role in 
sexual attraction. As he succinctly 
put it: “The only function of the ap-
ocrine gland is as a sexual lure or 
as a sexual identification.”36 
 Most important for our pur-
poses, Brody pointed out that 
“[t]he axillary hair, and the usual 
position of the arms hanging over 
the axillary cavity, creates a scent 
box that conserves the odor until 
released by sexual stimulation and 
the raising of the arms.”37 He noted 
that in human beings, in contrast  
to most animals, because of our 
erect position, axillary odors are 
easier for us  to detect than genital  
odors,38 and “[t]he scented secre-
tion is conserved within the axillae 
and becomes perceptible, for the 
most part, only when the arms are 
raised, a gesture that, for this rea-
son, may become a sexual signal.”39 

 The term “pheromone,” which 
was not used by Brody but was 
known from studies of non-human 
species since the late 1950s,           
was introduced into the field.  

Pheromones  have  been defined as 
“odiferous substances secreted to 
the outside environment by an in-
dividual and received by a second 
conspecific individual to release a 
specific reaction such as a defini-
tive behaviour or a developmental 
process.”40 Whether or not human 
pheromones exist remains an open 
question,41 but great claims have 
nonetheless been made for their 
potency in enhancing sexual at-
traction, and the primary locus for 
the production of such (putative) 
pheromones is the armpit. Syn-
thetic pheromones in cosmetic and 
aftershave additives have been 
marketed by the Athena Institute 
for decades as conspecific attract-
ants (that is, attracting members of 
the same species), although the     
taglines differ for men and women 
in a stereotypical way. For men, it 
is “Let pheromones power your 
sexual attractiveness,” and for 
women, it is “Let the power of hu-
man pheromones increase the ro-
mance in your life!”42 
 The early-modern sources I 
have adduced here in arguing for 
eroticized axillae have been visual 
rather than textual, implicit rather 
than explicit. In fact, textual refer-
ences to armpits of any kind are 
scarce. For their Vocabolario, the 
Accademici della Crusca excavated 
from Dante’s Inferno a couple of 
bland references to the armpits of 
a beast.43 Noting that the most 
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dangerous tumors (apostumes) are 
those in the armpit because they 
are closest to the heart, Antoine 
Furetière provided an example of 
use only in the etymology, reaching 
back to Catullus’s well-known as-
sertion that no woman wants to 
come to his rival’s arms because 
rumor had it that he harbored a 
smelly goat in his armpit.44 A pas-
sage in Seneca’s Epistle 114 on the 
concomitant degradation of mor-
als, dress, and verbal style is pro-
vocative: he compares those who 
are unreasonably elaborate in 
their speech to people who pluck 
the hair of their legs and those who 
are unreasonably negligent in their 
speech to people who don’t even 
bother to pluck the hair of their 
armpits.45 Whether this particular 
metaphor of style might inform the 
images treated here is unclear,    
although an intersection of corpo-
real form and aesthetic form 
within a rhetoric of style is feasible, 
as Elizabeth Cropper has demon-
strated for the Florentine literatus 
Agnolo Firenzuola’s Dialogue on 
the Beauties of Women, completed 
in 1542 and first published, post-
humously, in 1548.46 But if we take 
Firenzuola’s Dialogue as exem-
plary, if not definitive, no one in-
cluded armpits in the catalog of 
beautiful body parts. In speaking of 
the “beauty, utility, use, reason, ar-
tifice, and proportion of all the 
members,”47 Firenzuola addressed 

the head and its various parts—
hair, eyes, eyelashes, cheeks, ears, 
nose, mouth, teeth, tongue, and 
chin—and on down to the throat, 
neck, shoulders, arms, hands, 
chest, breasts, legs, and feet. The 
arms of one of the interlocutors in 
the dialogue are praised as propor-
tionate in length, very white in 
color with a slight shadow of       
carnation, fleshy and muscular, 
though with a certain softness—
not the arms of Hercules squeezing 
Cacus, but of Athena disguised as a 
shepherd boy—full of a natural 
juice that gives them a certain live-
liness and freshness that begets a 
firmness—but there is no indica-
tion that they might be lifted above 
her head to expose her armpits.48 
Further along a certain literary 
spectrum, Pietro Aretino’s porno-
graphic Sonetti lussuriosi have a 
much more limited range of loci 
corporali, focusing almost exclu-
sively on the genitals, with occa-
sional calls for the tongue and for-
ays into the buttocks.49 Several of 
Marcantonio Raimondi’s prints af-
ter Giulio Romano’s compositions 
that prompted Aretino’s poems, 
known as I modi, provide a promi-
nent view of the woman’s armpit, 
but the attention of her companion 
is likely elsewhere, and Aretino’s 
text makes no mention of it. The 
absence of written references to 
the eroticized (or aestheticized) 
armpit is no proof, of course, that 
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early moderns did not think of it. 
How could they not? Once you 
start looking for exposed armpits 
in erotic contexts, you find them 
everywhere. And the visual—right 
under our noses, as it were—
should not be ignored, even if            
it has sometimes gone tastefully 
unmentioned. 
 
 
The 2018 Icons session at CAA focused on 
the Cavaliere d’Arpino’s Perseus and       
Andromeda from the Saint Louis Art             
Museum. 
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