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‘Nu couché’ and ‘Reclining Nude’ by Amedeo Modigliani ,  and ‘Venus of 

Urbino’ by Titian  

Introduction 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
‘Nu couché by Amedeo Modigliani’                                                ‘Reclining Nude’ by Amedeo Modigliani 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Venus of Urbino’ by Titian 
 

 
I chose these 2 artists, specifically these 3 paintings, because for the past 4 months I have been working 
on my Extended Essay, my subject area being Visual Arts, and I mainly focused on the perception of 
beauty relating to the female body after the Renaissance in Italy. Henceforth, coincidentally I happened to 
show great interest in art of the human body and I wanted to see how that was represented in women 
across different time periods and artists. The first painting I thought of for the comparative study was 
piece I looked at in my essay, ‘Nu couché’ by Amedeo Modigliani. I found the portrayal of the female 
beauty to be so beautiful, moreover, the extended metaphors and deeper connotations of how beauty in 
women should be represented. I just felt as if my ability to think beyond one idea and concept was 
broadened. 
 
Henceforth, from there, I looked at more of Amedeo’s work and other artists and I found so many that 
were so similar in appearance but implied deeper and different contextual meaning given that they 
created in different time periods. I found it amazing that an artist from a different time period and era 
could have another artist illustrate work so similar to theirs but have different meaning. They all a 
different power and sensuality behind a woman in her most physically vulnerable state.  
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 

Common Themes 
 

In each piece there seems to be a paradoxical battle between the explicit and implicit meaning behind the 
beauty of a female’s body. How a woman’s body is interpreted varies according to the era, as Titian's 
piece was created in 1538 it is key to the social mindset of Italians during the Renaissance. Whilst on the 
other hand Modigliani's work is affected by the general philosophy and context of the early 20th Century. 
 
Below shows how the themes of the different artists pieces are connected and form a whole. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 

 

Cultural Context - ‘Venus of Urbino’ by Titian 
 

  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Other works:  Danaë by Titian (LEFT) and the artist 
(RIGHT) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 

 

Cultural Context - ‘Nu couché by Amedeo Modigliani 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

Other works by Amedeo Modigliani:  
 Patronage of Léopold Zborowski(Left) and Tête (Right) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Cultural Context -‘Reclining nude ’by Amedeo Modigliani  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Other works by Amedeo :- 
Similar to reclining nude(Left) 

and Jeanne Hebuterne, 
1919(Right)  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 Formal Visual Analysis  

‘Venus of Urbino’:by Titian (1488 -1576) 

 
This painting is oil on canvas and contains different formal elements that marry together to form the 
whole. Within the composition of the piece the woman is lying down on a bed with a relaxed demeanour. 
Her hand his bent and resting a pillow which allows her to appear 
elevated and her face is slightly tilted as she looks at the viewer. The 
visual undertones of her eyes give of the impression that she knows 
that she is being painted or that she is aware of herself. This creates 
and confident and esteemed tone in her body and in her wealth, 
evident in the detail of the cushions and the subtle hints of prestige 
in the architecture. These are all reflective of the time period. He, 
moreover, contrasts her voluptuous curves with the vertical and 
horizontal lines of the architecture(Encyclopedia of Art Education, 
2016). 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 Formal Visual Analysis  

  ‘Nu couché’:by Amedeo Modigliani (1917) 

This is an oil on canvas in which the woman is laying on her back, seemingly oblivious to that fact she is 
the focus of attention. This shy and underlying supercilious and prideful tone is subtly seen in the calm 
nature of her face which bears a hint of a smile. This nature is further emphasized by her reclined hands 
which expose her chest and the curve of her hips such that her pubic region is face on. The body is not 
proportional but in this there is the implication that there should be pride and confidence in whatever 
form and shape the woman’s body is in. The artist’s use of line, shape and form highlights the woman’s 
sensual features but also the features key to her unique figure, such as her shortened elbows, and wide 
hips.  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 Formal Visual Analysis  

 ‘Reclining Nude’:by Amedeo Modigliani (1917) 

Reclining Nude is an oil on canvas in which the subject is lying down on a bed with their arms reclined 
behind their head, their crotch turned away and their chest facing upwards. The subject’s is facing 
forwards which gives off the impression that they are aware that they are the focus of attention which 
creates a tone of confidence and self-pride. Her crotch is turned away which 
evokes a slight sense of modesty within the piece which juxtaposes the explicit 
representation of her nakedness, but also carries sensual undertones.  Her 
disappearing limbs add mystery to the piece as if she didn’t want to be there or 
that she was bound and questions the purpose of the woman within the context 
of the implicit narrative. . 
 
Moreover, the artists draws away from the Golden Ratio in terms of the 
proportion of the figure particularly in the elongation of the woman's face 
which is a key feature of Amedeo’s artwork. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Function and purpose 

‘Venus of Urbino’:by Titian (1488-1576) 
The explicit intention of ‘Venus of Urbino’ was to be a celebratory gift for the marriage of Guidobaldo, an 
Italian condottiero and duke. A commemoration. Hence despite the erotic nature of the piece in her being 
naked and the pretentious and contemptuous air that she evokes the painting’s purpose is meant to be a 
symbol of love. Even in looking at the roses that she is holding one can see this.  Roses carry connotations 
of love and purity and an everlasting feeling of endearment towards another human being, which further 
emphasizes and evokes a mood of delight and pleasure in the audience. (Encyclopedia of Art Education, 
2016).  
 
Other symbols in the piece which portray the function and purpose are seen in the dog. The dog can be 
seen as a symbol of fidelity and faithfulness.  This is significant because it gives greater meaning and 
depth to the purpose of the piece in being a tribute to the marriage of two people.  
 
During the Renaissance a bride would keep her clothes, household linen and other belonging know as the 
trousseaux, in a large chest known as a cassone. A cassone was the most important trophy furnishing of 
rich merchants and aristocrats in Italian culture since the Middle Ages and was given to a bride and 
placed in the bridal suite. In the background of the piece, maids are seen  going through the traditional 
cassone and this emphasizes the contextual depth of the piece aside from the formal elements. This is 
striking because it re-emphasizes the function of the piece to be an ode to marital love by actually 
representing traditional customs of marriage in Renaissance Italy .  
 
It also portrays the culture of wealth and social prestige in the economic culture that came in the 
flourishing nature of the Renaissance. Moreover it must be noted that it was very common for artwork of 
such an erotic nature to be commissioned to celebrate a wedding it was the culture of Italy at the time. 
However they were intended for private view only which gives further view of the the function and 
purpose of the piece(Encyclopedia of Art Education, 2016).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Function and purpose of ‘Nu couché’: Amedeo Modigliani (1917) 
Amedeo arrived in Paris in 1906 and created this piece during the time of 
World War 1. He had become associated with Bohemian circles where he 
had great interest in both literary works and the visual arts. As a result he 
would live on the edge which was also a result of his critical health - him 
wanting to use all the time he had left . He was considered the leading 
romantic artist.  Amedeo was commissioned to paint a series of reclining 
nudes for patron Léopold Zborowski. His main purpose in ‘Nu coucé’ was 
to portray what he believed to be the most beautiful thing he could 
imagine.  

This painting was created to debunk previous conceptions and ideas of 
the female nude in visual arts and to deviate from classicism. This is 
evident in the dynamism and raw energy of the piece and she is mostly 

open and literally tumbling out of the picture frame. This purpose works harmoniously with the intention 
to depict blazing eroticism. (Christie's Editor. "Video: Amedeo Modigliani's Nu Couché." ). This eroticism 
allows the piece to be seductive in terms of the subtle realism but allows marries with the idealized vision 
of beauty that Amedeo’s strives to achieve. The function of this piece is to illustrate what Amedeo’s 
perception of beauty in the woman and in life truly is.  

Amedeo strove to combine classical idealism and sensual realism through a modernist lens to 
create a sculptural icon in the form of a woman of which he called a ‘ column of tenderness’, with 
acknowledging the ‘gritty reality’ of his Bohemian lifestyle as a poverty-struck émigré living in the poor 
district of Paris. Given the tragedy of his immediate like and that of Europe in terms of World War 1 the 
piece the piece contrasts and juxtaposes the sad, dark and traumatic environment to celebrate a certain 
perspective of beauty.  

Function and purpose of ‘Reclining Nude’:by Amedeo Modigliani 

As mentioned before, Amedeo Modigliani a created a series of reclining in celebration of the modern 
perception of beauty behind the female body and of life. Moreover, they were intended to be given to the 
patron Léopold Zborowski.  

Beginning this series in 1916, Amedeo was influenced by the representations of the female body 
during the Italian renaissance and other other idealized female figures. It must noted that he intended to 
deviate from the traditional conventions of how the female body’s beauty should be represented. 
(Unknown. "Amedeo Modigliani | Reclining Nude | The Met.", 2016)Hence, the depictions of Venus from 
the Renaissance were characterized by mythology and symbolism in order to provide contextual depth to 
the piece and insight on the artist’s intent for the figure’s nudity. Modigliani strove to deviate from this 
and instead, provocatively represented the’ Reclining Nude’ without any reference which actually 
higlighted the figure’s erocitism.  
The model’s is depicted in such a way that her body covers most of the canvas and is viewed from an 
interestingly skewed angle and her upper limbs are not visible, as she juxtaposes the red bed/ couch in 
order to stand out. The explicit nature of his piece marries together with the artist’s intent to honestly 
depict his perception of beauty in life. (Unknown. "Amedeo Modigliani | Reclining Nude | The Met.", 2016) 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Making connections 

The Artworks and their Contexts  
 
 

 
All three paintings carry the timeless tradition of portraying the beauty behind the female nude in the 
world of art. In my perspective, I believe that the perceptions of beauty in the female body evolve and 
grow according to the cultural mindsets of the people of a nation. How a certain culture, nature, race, 
ethnicity perceives aesthetics and the ideal of it, affects how artists of that society will portray this 
perception; through the female nude within the context of this study. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Making connections: Media and Formal Elements 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Making connections 

Function and Purpose 

 
 

 
 

‘Nu Couché’ is part of series of 
paintings of reclining nudes by 
Amedeo, for the patron Léopold 
Zborowski. This female model was 
meant to be Amedeo’s perception of 
what was the most beautiful entity 
he could imagine in existence. The 
portrayal of a woman’s beauty in 
being nude. 
 
It’s not meant to have this 
underlying implicit and broad 
meaning in terms of cultural 
context. Amedeo didn’t want the 
piece to have any references of 
cultural aspects in his piece, 
intentionally that is.  
He strove to explicitly show what 
he believe beauty to beauty and to 
against any form of modesty in 
terms of being raw highly erotic 
with undertones of realism. 

Like in  ‘Nu Couché’, the ‘ Reclining 
Nude’ bore the same purpose and 
function, This being, to be 
celebratory of the female beauty in 
the nude.  
 
She also evokes a sense of eroticism 
in the sensuality of her nudeness 
which links to the purpose of the 
piece to in a way be appreciative of 
raw beauty without any manmade, 
synthetic and/or materialistic 
elements.  

‘Venus of Urbino’ like the other two 
painting s also strove to illustrate 
the beauty of the female body but it 
differs in the sense that it was meant 
to be a celebration of the marriage of 
the moded in the piece and her 
husband Léopold Zborowski.  
 
The piece symbolises marital love 
and commitment in subtle aspects 
such as the dog in the foreground, as 
well as the cassone in the 
background, all of theses subtle 
elements add contextual depth to 
the piece and further tie into the 
function and purpose of the piece.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Making connections 

My artwork - An objectification of nature 
 

I have been exploring the theme of birds for the past couple of months and I felt I could link this piece to 
this comparative study. In my work I like to make my audiences aware of greater issues that they are 

usually blind to, either by putting it simply in their face or placing a specific, social group, race, or species 
in the controversial position that will bring awareness to the topic I want to address.  

 
 
Vulnerability: In my piece the subject being the bird has 
been literally exposed to the point of utmost 
vulnerability: dead on the inside and out. I believe that 
this exposure, this vulnerability can be linked to the 
pieces I have been studying because in being nude the 
women are physically and emotionally vulnerable. 
However, the difference between the two which links to 

their purposes is that the 
bird, is forced into the 
submission of being 
vulnerable which goes to 
the purpose of the piece to 
create awareness of 
environmental degradation 
in the Amazonian 
rainforest. However, the 
women embrace their 
vulnerability and the 
audience is made aware in 
a way of the beauty behind 
the sensuality of the female 
nude. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There is a beauty in seeing the implicit and underlying 
connections between artwork. The connections may not be 
visually explicit such as the fact that in all of the art pieces they 
are lying down. The connection between my work and that of 
these Italian artists is behind the intention of the piece, which is 
to expose the subject and make them impotent whether it is to 

their likening or not. This has allowed me to realise that artworks don’t to look the same or similar  in 
order to have connection, neither do they have to have the same message. The depth of perspectives that 
can be within a single topic or subject area means that there can be links in more than just one area. 

 
 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Concepts and Ideas Comparisons 

Side by side analysis 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Explicit Comparison: DENOTATION 
 
In each painting: 
 
- The central figure is lying on a surface 
- They are exposed either physically or 
metaphorically 
- Each figure seems to embrace the situation they 
are in:- The women are submissive to the idea of 
celebrating eroticism whilst the bird submits death 
has he has no control over deforestation and 
development.  

Implicit Comparison: CONNOTATION 
 
 Objectification:- 
 
In each piece the figure seem to be placed in such a 
way that almost makes it appear as if they are 
objectified. Where instead being portrayed or 
celebrated for a particular er characteristic of feature 
they represented as a vessel of a deeper connotation: 
The bird is an objectification of Deforestation and 
greed in development, whilst the human represents 
the objectification of women by means of sexual 
desire.  
 

 

 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Formal Qualities with my own Artwork 

 

Cultural Context Comparisons 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Artist Development 
 
After doing this comparing study I have a more in-depth understanding of the role of women within the 
art world and as I was writing I was able to link my ideas and thought processes from here to my 
extended essay but also how to see these similar themes and/or concepts in my own work: Role of 
women in society, Tradition of beauty and the female nude. 
 
In being able to see ideas holistically, hence in other areas of the IB, I have realised that my artistic 
development does not only need to be influenced by the world of art but other areas of knowledge. This 
has allowed me to grow as an artist from a TOK standpoint where when I analyse or look at art I can ask: 
To what extent do other areas of knowledge influence Visual Arts?Hence in reflecting back on my work I 
feel as though I can look at my artwork and how it links to other areas of knowledge. Moreover, I can even 
look at how the artistic intention and culture influence the outcome of the art piece, I feel as though there 
is an opportunity for me to marry my cultural context to my art work so that it carries more personal 
meaning, but still at the same time can be social, political, economic and environmental, as I want my 
pieces to speak volumes to people.  
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