
Portrait that Protests:  
Sofonisba Anguissola’s  
The Chess Game of 1555   

In the painting The Chess Game (1555), Sofonisba An-
guissola depicted her younger sisters and their nurse in a 
natural setting as they leisurely engaged in a chess game. 

The theme of chess for a genre scene, and its portrayal of 
women, sparked curiosity, given the gendered and sexual-
ized implications surrounding the image of female players 
that were prevalent in Italian literature and paintings during 
the Renaissance period.1 “This made The Chess Game 
(1555) an interesting case to critically examine the artist’s 
intentions: the portrait was a private work and not commis-
sioned by a patron or produced for an intended market, in 
which Anguissola would have the artistic freedom to exper-
iment with her subject and composition.”2 It became crucial 
to see how Anguissola had simultaneously worked through 
the artistic demands of portraiture theories and social de-
corum to preserve the honour of her sisters. As current art 
historical and feminist discourse evolved, the recognition 
that Anguissola gained moved from her fame and technical 
virtuosity to her artistic and critical intentions in subverting 
the gender politics in the representations of women and 
defying the assumptions of female artists dominated by the 
patriarchal narrative.
 Sofonisba Anguissola (1535–1625) was born to a 
small noble family in Cremona.3 Her father moved in schol-
arly circles that were currently partaking in humanist dis-
courses. As a result, Anguissola and her sisters had the 
privilege to receive an education in art, music, and litera-
ture as well as enjoy leisure activities, such as chess.4 Her 

skills had earned recognition from her contemporaries, 
such as Michelangelo, Giorgio Vasari, and Anthony van 
Dyck, with the latter painting a portrait of the artist in her 
nineties during his visit in Palermo.5 By 1559, Anguissola 
was called to Madrid to be the painting tutor and la-
dy-in-waiting to Queen Elizabeth of Valois, and she soon 
became an official painter at the court of Philip II.6 Anguis-
sola’s merits led art historian and curator Sylvia Feri-
no-Pagden to dedicate a book to the artist, where she re-
ferred to Anguissola as “the first woman painter” to achieve 
such high prestige during her lifetime.7 Of course, as other 
female artists appeared in earlier documentation, this does 
not suggest that Sofonisba Anguissola was the first woman 
ever to be become a painter or to practice painting worth 
noting. Rather, she was precedential for a woman to ad-
vance her status through the public recognition of her pro-
fession as a painter.       
 A career in artistic production, whether sculpture or 
fresco or oil painting, was hardly an ennobling one in early 
modern society because the work relied on manual labour 
and skills that were associated with craftsmanship.8 Nota-
bly, it was from the Italian Renaissance that the categories 
of “art” and “artwork” gained prominence and gave rise to 
the idea of the “artist” as someone defined primarily by cre-
ativity and intellect rather than manual skill. At the same 
time, the field had always been male-dominated, with 
women systematically excluded from education in and 
practice of fine arts. Women who had the opportunity to be 
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trained in painting at the time were often nuns who drew 
miniatures in books, but in most cases, were daughters 
learning from their painter fathers, such as Lavinia Fontana 
and Artemisia Gentileschi.9 These practising female paint-
ers were commonly devalued as assistants working out of 
economic necessity rather than painting to make a career 
for themselves.10 Social restrictions, such as those prohib-
iting women from studying anatomy and nude models, also 
hindered their artistic development and deprived them of 
equal economic opportunities to compete for public com-
missions.11 Since Anguissola was from the upper class and 
was a legitimized royal portraitist, most male critics with-
held from belittling comments in their critiques of her works, 
a professionalism denied to other female artists, such as 
Gentileschi, whose work was either neglected or written 
about in a negative light.12 Without the social privilege en-

joyed by Anguissola, many female artists were doubly at-
tacked by gender and class discriminations.   
 Having her loved ones as models, though, gave 
Anguissola freedom from patrons’ demands and the ability 
to design her own compositions, experiment with artistic 
ideals, and engage with the theoretical debate of paintings 
on her own terms. Italian authors and practising artists 
during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries had written 
treatises on the subject to lay out criteria not only for good 
portraiture, but also for other painting genres.13 Among this 
body of literature, there were three main aesthetic and rhe-
torical aims endorsed in common: to achieve life-like veri-
similitude; to inspire viewers through depictions of moral 
nobility; and, to hide nature’s defects through beautifica-
tion.14 In other words, Renaissance intellectuals had agreed 
that a good portrait should not merely portray individuals 

Sofonisba Anguissola, The Chess Game, 1555. National Museum, Poznan. Photo: Wikimedia Commons



based on their physical likeness, but rather, create an ide-
alized profile that shows the sitter’s virtue—although it was 
often achieved at the expense of material truth and identi-
fication. To see how Anguissola had incorporated these 
concepts, let us start by looking at the formal sophistication 
of The Chess Game.       
 The colour intensity was brilliantly applied for a va-
riety of subjects: luxurious fabrics were illuminated by sat-
urated hues, the sisters’ fair, but rosy skin was brightened 
by the tenderly blended colours, while the trees’ leaves 
and the background faded into diluted shades. Like a the-
atrical curtain, the tree revealed an open landscape behind 
it that had been rendered in a serene ambiance, the rivers 
and castle formed layers before the vista melted with dis-
tant mountains. The tactility of the painting was another 
pictorial achievement of verisimilitude. From the lustrous 
pearl accessories, to the delicate lacing and embroidery on 
their garments, and from the nurse’s wrinkled face to the 
smooth carpet and the wooden chessboard, various mate-
rials and textures all had a high degree of realistic tangibil-
ity. The vibrance in tones animated the figures and layered 
the bucolic scene in a naturalistic manner, allowing the 
viewer to immerse in its life-like appearance and beauty.  
 Anguissola created a dynamic world that pulled 
the spectator inward. Her construction of space was be-
lievable, in that the painting seemed to create a virtual ex-
tension that connected the viewer’s space with the pictorial 
space, and the reach of our view was furthered by the ide-
alized patterning of land giving spatial depth. In the fore-
ground were Anguissola’s sisters, from left to right: Lucia, 
Europa, and Minerva.15 The two elder sisters were playing 
chess, while the youngest sister and the nurse acted as 
observers. The exchange of looks between figures cou-
pled with our immediate eye contact with Lucia seemed to 
break down the barrier of the two-dimensional medium, 
leading the viewer to engage with the figures more as sub-
jects and less as plain pictorial objects. The slightly fore-
shortened table was cropped and pushed forward, as if the 
viewer was sharing a side of the table with the figures, sit-
ting beside the two players across from Europa. Due to this 
perspective, the viewer was looking while being looked at, 
simultaneously the spectator and the receiver of Lucia’s 
triumphal stare. Thus, Anguissola’s painting did not simply 
offer a naturalistic representation of her sisters; rather, it 

“With a chain of actions and reactions built in, 
The Chess Game broke portraiture away from its 
limitations as a ‘static image.’”



introduced them as individual beings in which the circula-
tion of gazes guided the viewer through the narrative of the 
game, and made the viewer a participant to finish the round 
of narratve.16        
 With a chain of actions and reactions built in, The 
Chess Game broke portraiture away from its limitations as 
a “static image,” in which its usual lack of narrative often 
made it devalued as a painting genre.17 Unifying individual 
portrayals in a collective activity, Anguissola had blended 
portraiture and genre painting as an early example of con-
versation piece.18 This innovation aimed to overcome the 
generally contradictory, and often dismissive, attitude to-
wards portraiture.19 While the dignity of Aristotelian mime-
sis valued empirical observations and could achieve great 
likeness, it was simultaneously disdained for being too 
close to nature.20 Therefore, artists were advised to not 
only idealize nature, but also to visually translate the “con-
ception” of the subject, to reveal the person’s inner quali-
ties, and to portray the idea of the person.21 Renaissance 
theorists and practising artists such as Giorgio Vasari and 
Vincenzo Danti agreed that the processes of idealization 
would elevate a “natural portraiture,” or ritrarre of truthful 
imitation, to an “intellectual portraiture,” or imitare of con-
ceptual images.22 The narrative should reveal personali-
ties, and these personalities would in turn animate the nar-
rative. Anguissola vividly captured each sister’s individual 
character: Lucia had a calm but confident smile as her 
hand was about to advance. Europa grinned and teasingly 
looked at Minerva whom, perhaps surprised, held up her 
hand in a graceful acknowledgement of her defeat. Show-
ing an intimate sibling relationship and the joy of atmo-
sphere, Anguissola’s The Chess Game had exemplified  
the ideal portraiture of imitare.      
 This was commended by Vasari when he saw the 
painting at Anguissola’s house in 1566, after she had al-
ready left for Spain. When discussing Anguissola’s work, 
art historians Mary Garrard and Fredrika Jacobs cite the 
Renaissance critic’s comment on Anguissola’s virtuosity as 
having a “breathing likeness.”23 More specifically, Eleanor 
Tufts found Vasari referred to The Chess Game as “most 
carefully finished” where Anguissola had made the figures 
“appear truly alive and lacking speech only.”24 Vasari’s de-
scription had made a critical recognition that she had 
grasped the intellectual principles of idealization to execute 

her inventive ability with exquisite skills.25 Anguissola was 
exceptional as a female artist in receiving such praise, 
since women were generally regarded as lacking the ability 
to think conceptually and they could only ever, at best, 
copy from nature but never elevate it from the material to 
the ideal.26 According to patriarchal ideology at the time, 
greatness could only be found in men, because it was de-
termined to be an essentially masculine quality, one rooted 
in the Renaissance ideal of virtue, which was defined by 
heroism, civic morals, and intellectual cultivation (all exclu-
sively the domain of men). By comparison, virtue for wom-
en was strictly confined to chastity, virginity, and domestic-
ity.27 To say that Anguissola had successfully integrated a 
naturalistic portrait with an added layer of narrative content 
and psychological interaction from her own invention was 
to acknowledge that she went beyond the mimetic tran-
scription of nature.28 Instead, it was to recognize that An-
guissola had the ability to conceptualize and idealize her 
subject matter from observed truth into a harmonious com-
position and a well-designed visual story, which had 
demonstrated the elevating component of intellectual effort 
that had come to define a great artist. Just as Anguissola 
did not have an independent entry of her own in Vasari’s 
Lives, but was rather mentioned under other male artists’ 
lives, the title of a “great” artist had never been and could 
not have been assigned to a female.29     
 The gender-transgressive contradiction would 
need to be reconciled, as Vasari supplemented the remark 
that the female ability to “make living men” enabled her to 
reproduce them pictorially as a part of her “natural function” 
to give birth.30 Such biological attribution re-stabilized the 
hierarchy that locked women in the domain of the body and 
essentialized by the womb, forced to be both physically 
and symbolically “lower” than the upper domain of the 
mind, which was thought to belong to men alone, as it was 
the seat of rationality and accordingly attributed as mascu-
line.31 Under this dichotomy of the sexes, equating Anguis-
sola’s creative and procreative capacity allowed Vasari to 
naturalize the contradiction by depreciating her intellectual 
capability.32 And this—the negation of women’s intelli-
gence—is what The Chess Game would overturn.   
 Since the fifteenth century, the game of chess was 
regarded as a cultured, intellectual activity favoured by 
aristocratic men. Embodying a courtly air, chess was con-
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sidered as a “battle of reason” based on players’ knowl-
edge of rules and strategy.33 Since the game required ratio-
nality, it was deemed as an intellectual and thus 
fundamentally “masculine” pursuit.34 Yet all of these were 
only applicable when the game was played between men. 
Early modern French and Italian literature had developed 
some precarious implications for female chess players, 
which suggested that a female participant would “corrupt” 
the game by compromising its nobility and rationality, be-
cause the female presence would turn the chess match 
into a game of flirtation between heterosexual players.35 
Carrying on this notion, paintings that thematized female 
chess players were often built on the character of courte-
sans, and under this context, chess would serve as a sign 
of female seduction.36 The chess game, then, had become 
highly sexualized entertainment. With every advance being 
erotically charged, sexual passion was taking over virtuous 
reason, in which the male player would fantasize about his 
female opponent submitting herself in defeat.37    

 Anguissola’s The Chess Game defied such sexu-
alized framing. On one level, her all-female setting desex-
ualized the representation of the chess game from any 
erotic connotations. She disrupted the sexualizing objecti-
fication of her sisters into images of beauty or male desire 
by having Lucia directly address the viewer. Lucia’s gaze 
then took up a certain degree of control in the viewership 
by assigning the viewer to the position of a witness for her 
own and indeed Anguissola’s narrative. Enhanced by the 
familial bond, these noblewomen were safely observed by 
a female artist without the intrusion of a male presence.38 
The honour of the sisters, as well as that of the artist, was 
protected by the acknowledgement of their father in Latin 
inscription on side of the chessboard, which indicated the 
artist was the daughter of Amilcare Anguissola. The sisters 
were dignified not solely by the typical feminine virtue of 
chastity and social propriety but by their refined choice of 
leisure activity that affirmed their noble pursuit and intellec-
tual ability in playing the strategic game of chess.39  
 However, interpretations that suggested the sis-
ters as intellectually “equal” to men would dismiss a level of 
potential subversion that was implied by the war-like nature 
of the game that had yet to be translated into this all-female 
context.40 The chess game was a commonly used meta-
phor for writing on political subjects, and interestingly, it 

also seemed to reflect the power relations in real-world pol-
itics, particularly that between the genders. In the late fif-
teenth century, the Italian rules of chess had changed to 
give the Queen more freedom in mobility, turning it into the 
single most powerful piece in chess.41 Interestingly, the 
change echoed its contemporary political tide in the rise of 
female rulers across Europe, notably most Isabella of Cas-
tile in Spain and the powerful patroness Isabella d’Este in 
Italy.42 The newly empowered Queen was symbolic to the 
power balance between genders as it turned chess into a 
metaphor for the “battle of the sexes.”43 Lucia had just tak-
en down the Queen, held in her left hand, and her right 
hand was in the direction to checkmate the King.44 The fe-
male victory here synthesized the gendered double mean-
ings of chess into one statement: winning the battle of the 
sexes through winning the battle of reason. And this victory 
was not solely Lucia’s but also her elder sister’s—after all, 
the knowledge of cultural implications and visualization 
were brought to us by Anguissola.     
 Although The Chess Game was a private work 
held by the Anguissola family, it soon entered the houses of 
eminent collectors throughout Europe.45 However, since 
the nineteenth century and perhaps propelled by the con-
servatism of the Victorian age, Anguissola was almost 
erased from the art-historical canon, where her unsigned 
works were attributed to later male artists in Italy or those 
working in the Spanish court.46 Up until the late 1970s, An-
guissola’s paintings were being “rediscovered,” along with 
other past female artists, kindled by one of the feminist 
movement’s mandates to explore women’s own history.47 
This of course did not come without contention. One of the 
fundamental problems that female artists faced within the 
discourse of art history and feminism was that they were 
marked as singular exceptions, in which their artistic 
achievements could be overshadowed by their gender. A 
female artist was often remembered as “the first woman,” 
rather than as an artist with an array of accomplishments 
and in dialogue with her historical and social context. Even 
in a positive light, this mode of acknowledgement was very 
similar to that being employed by men—that the notion of a 
“woman artist” was an “oxymoron,” and she must be a “mir-
acle of nature” because it was unnatural or incompatible for 
a woman to become an artist, and that whenever a case 
did exist, it was an “exception” in the dominant discourse.48 
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 At the same time, it was usually a very high recog-
nition to be described as an “equivalent” of a great (male) 
artist, such as Titian in the case of Anguissola with Renais-
sance portraiture.49 This equivalence did not, however, 
suggest that Anguissola was literally an equal to or equally 
“great” as Titian, but rather, the name Titian functioned like 
a benchmark in measuring Anguissola’s achievement, as a 
numerator, on the basis of Titian’s, the denominator. Thus, 
this method of indication conveniently placed Anguissola 
within the hegemony of male-centered art history dis-
course, where she, a female artist on her own, was posited 
as a negative—a sexual and ideological other—that must 
be formalized by a positive, a recognizable male self. In 
using Titian’s name as a sign of “great artist,” such descrip-
tion inevitably framed Anguissola in the process of follow-
ing or emulating an example par excellence, instead of 
becoming or being one in her own right. “While biographi-
cal monographs like Tufts’s survey were significant in map-
ping the presence of female artists throughout the history 
of art, it was of equal importance to investigate the condi-
tions that mediated their oeuvre since artistic production 
was inevitably conditioned by the social contexts that it op-
erated under, as argued by Linda Nochlin in her 1971 es-
say “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” and 
put into practice in the following 1976 exhibition Women 

Artists, 1550–1950 curated by Nochlin and Harris. As re-
cent scholarships aim to undo the homogenization of fe-
male artists as a singular category, it would be more urgent 
to look at how the works of individual female artists were in 
dialogue with their specific contexts and, as taken up in 
Garrard and Jacobs’s research, to consider how they 
voiced critical comments and engaged with the art histori-
cal discourse. Finally, a closer analysis on an individual 
work could direct us to see how female artists had negoti-
ated different ideas of women and of themselves in visual  
representations.”      
 Among the three essentials of the Renaissance 
portraiture theory, the emotive quality of nobility seemed to 
come into play, as The Chess Game is now a half-a-millen-
nium-old story of woman’s defiance and victory that could 
inspire today’s viewer. The portrait transgressed the gen-
der politics in visual representation and cultural references. 
The artist redefined the “femininity” of her female subjects 
with the “masculine” virtue of intellectual cultivation that re-
claimed the representation of her sisters as individuals with 
agency and resituated the female chess players to the 
realm of nobility. Anguissola had contested the conven-
tions of her time, which she worked upon to subvert through 
her portraiture, as a woman and as an artist.   
 

“Anguissola had contested the conventions  
of her time, which she worked upon to subvert 
against, as a woman and as an artist.”
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