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Abstract 

On the bases of representations of the biblical theme, Susanne and the Elders,, this article analyses the 
objectification of women and the social construction of myths around violence against women. It also 
discussed how images participate both in construction of social representations of women and gender 
identity. Using a critical visual analysis articulated with a socio-anthropological feminist approach, this 
paper deconstructs ways of seeing how women have been constructed as objects of voyeurism and on 
occasion, as seductive, provocative and wishing to be gazed at, harassed, and even violated. 
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Introduction 

The theme for this communication has its origins in a conversation about art and gender issues in the 
context of an ongoing research about art and gender symbolic violence against women. The theme 

is.  This same topic was 
also chosen by Berger (1972) to deconstruct some ways of seeing.  

After realizing that many people were unaware of this topic, we decided to unveil this matter by first 
telling the story in the Holy Bible - Old Testament, book Daniel, in chapter 13:   

There was a man in Babylon, called Joakim: and he took a wife, whose name was Susanna. Joakim was a 
great rich man and had a fair garden joining unto his house. Meanwhile were appointed two of the 
ancients of the people to be judges. 

S
walking; so that their lust was inflamed toward her. And they pushed this out of their minds, and turned 
away their eyes, that they might not look unto heaven, nor remember just judgements. And albeit they 
both were wounded with love of her, yet durst not one show another his grief. And the one said to the 
other: "Let us now go home: for it is dinner time." So when they were gone out, they parted the one from 
the other, and turning back again they came to the same place; and after that they had asked one another 
the cause, they acknowledged their lust: then appointed they a time both together, when they might find 
her alone. 
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And it fell out, as they watched a fit time, she went in as before with two maids only, and she was desirous 
to wash herself in the garden: for it was hot. And there was nobody there save the two elders, that had 
hid themselves, and watched her.  

Now when the maids were gone forth, the two elders rose up, and ran unto her, saying: "Behold, the 
garden doors are shut, that no man can see us, and we are in love with her; therefore consent unto us, 
and lie with us. If thou wilt not, we will bear witness against her, that a young man was with her: and 
therefore she did send away the maids from her." 

Then Susanna sighed and said: "I am straitened on every side: for if I do this thing it is death unto me: and 
if I do not do it, I cannot escape your hands. It is better for me to fall into your hands, and not do it, than 
to sin in the sight of the Lord." With that Susanna cried with a loud voice: and the two elders cried out 
against her. So when the servants of the house heard the cry in the garden, they rushed in at a privy door, 
to see what was done unto her. But when the elders had declared their matter, they were greatly 
ashamed: for there was never such a report made of Susanna. 

And it came to pass the next day, when the people were assembled to her husband Joakim, the two elders 
came also full of mischievous imagination against Susanna to put her to death. 

And the elders said: "As we walked in the garden alone, this woman came in with two maids, and shut the 
garden doors, and sent the maids away. Then a young man, who there was hid, came to her and lay with 

 

Then the assembly believed them, as those that were the elders and judges of the people; so they 
condemned her to death. Then Susanna cried out with a loud voice, and said: "O everlasting God, that 
knowest the secrets, and knowest all things b
when she was led to be put to death, the Lord raised up the holy spirit of a youth, whose name was Daniel: 
who cried with a loud voice: "Are you such fools, that without examination or knowledge of the truth you 
have condemned a daughter of Israel? Return again to the place of judgement: for they have borne false 
witness against her." Wherefore all the people turned again in haste, and the elders said him: "Come and 
show it us, seeing God had given you the honour of an elder."  

Then said Daniel to them: "Put these two aside far away each other, and I will examine them." So when 

you see them copulating together?" Who answered: "Under a mastic tree."  

them copulating together?" Who answered: "Under an holm tree."  

And they rose against the two elders, for Daniel had convicted them of false witness by their own mouth: 
and according to the law of Moses they did to them in such sort as they maliciously intended to do to 
their neighbour: and they put them to death. Thus was innocent blood saved the same day.  

Many versions of this theme have been created by European artists over the years. We present 6 of 
the 50 representations we gathered1:  

                                                           
1 See locations and information at http://www.mheu.org/en/bathing/exhibition-works.htm;  

https://artsy.net/artwork/annibale-carracci-susanna-and-the-elders; 

http://www.wga.hu/html_m/b/badalocc/susanna.html; and http://www.bmcphotoart.com/susanna-and-the-elders/ 
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 Fig. 1: Jean Manscel, Fleur des histoires, Susanna and the Elders (séc.XV) 
 © Bibliothèque Nationale de France 

 
 

 

 

  Fig.2: Tintoretto, Susanna at her bath (1555) © ARTOTHEK 
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Fig.3: Annibale Carracci , Susanna and the Elders (1590) 
© National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 

 

 

Fig. 4: Sisto Badalochio, Susanna and the Elders (1609) 
© Ringling Museum of Art, Sarasota 
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Fig.5: Bem Morales Correa, Susanna and the Elders (2013) 
© Bem Morales Correa 

 

 

Fig. 6: Pablo Picasso, Susanna and the Elders (1955) 
© Museo Picasso Málaga 

 

The biblical story of Susanna and the Elders 
garden to seduce his wife Susanna. Few artistic themes have offered the opportunity for legitimized 
voyeurism like this one. Besides voyeurism we can notice here the objectification of women, as well 
as perpetuation of patriarchal violence. This theme has been approached by artists as a means of 
exhibiting the female nude body, and in many cases the erotic appeal of nudity is highlighted, 
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presence of two lecherous old men whose inclusion is not only iconographically justified but also 
pornographically effective  150). This is a theme of untamed male ego that shows how 
female chastity can become in painting a celebration of sexual opportunity or as Mary Garrard 
described  Garrard, 1982: 
150). 

The voyeurism, lust and abuse of power by the old judges, turned this episode into one of the most 
popular themes of the Old Testament, although it belongs to a book that some consider apocryphal. 

the naked female body and we find it fewer times in the Bible than in the Greek-roman mythology. 
Probably there are fewer opportunities of exhibiting male naked bodies in the Bible. 

Painting and gender identity 

Gender identity plays a central role in the way a person experiences and conceives the world Butler 
(1990). In every society children learn cultural stereotypes related to female and male roles and 
characteristics. The word gender is used in this text to refer to the feminine or masculine, once the 
word. By identity we mean to say the social attribution of a male or female gender or their 
combination. In each society, behaviours and attitudes of genders are defined by the culture.  

As people, we construct our identity during our lifetime, within which context is very important. Along 
with ethnicity and social class, gender is one of the most significant elements of analysis to integrate 
the process of identity construction, knowing that those constructions have configured the collective 
imagination of different generations throughout western European history. This imaginary idea is 
made up of asymmetric and hierarchical rules when it comes to attributing certain characteristics to 
women, men and their genders. The most important thing is not the differences, but the way they are 
hierarchically classified, meaning that what is associated with the male world is considered superior 
and socially more desirable than the one traditionally attributed to women (Cruz, 2010).  

Language and culture construct identity and the body is partially their product (Bordo, 1993; Weitz, 
2001). Tradition shows us our place in the world: the family, the social status, legal rights, official 
culture and images. The role of images is unquestionable, be they artistic or those which appear in the 
mass media.  They work as transmitters of the ways of seeing the world, from the point of view of 
several societies, providing us with an imaginary of each time, desires and social models (Hall, 1997). 
The social imaginary involves the dialectic between the genders and the subsequent cultural 
construction. If we study the history of western painting, we can see the way many societies promoted 
different models of identity and gender roles (Parker & Pollock, 1981). Some examples of paintings can 
help us to understand the prejudice against women. 

First of all, we can say that the western painting denied women the place of subjects in such a way 
that they are represented as objects based on a dominantly male perspective. It is through artistic 
representations and the production of senses based on those representations that power is exercised; 
and that power influences our way of seeing and understanding gender issues and even sexuality. In 
western history, nude female art is a recurrent theme, with paintings and sculptures constructing a 
male point of women.  
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Thus, artists used female naked bodies to represent Beauty, Love or Truth through a male gaze (Rose 
Mulvey, 1975). In the case of The Toilette of Venus, by Velázquez, for example, the female body offers 

erger, 
 in a mirror was used to symbolise their soul, 

so that in this painting the vague face that we see in the mirror reinforces the idea of the female body 
transformed into an object.  

When the painting tradition became laic2, other themes offered the opportunity of painting the nude. 
Nevertheless, in all the paintings we reviewed, the awareness of being watched by the spectator is 
implicit. The majority of the artistic pieces of the past were ordered by men, be they religious 
authorities, kings or aristocrats and rich bourgeoisie. In the same way, the majority of the artistic works 
of the past  mainly until the 20th century, were conceived of and made by men. This fact contributed 
decisively to the visual a exclusive 
(Robinson, 1995). In fact, the museums and art galleries of the past are full of female nudes and we 
almost cannot find nude males. Actually, they exist, although in a small number: during Ancient Greece 
and the Renaissance.  

The most significant aspect of the most famous images in western art history assumes a male 
spectator. These images are intended for an average spectator, so the look of the women represented 
in the paintings addresses to him and their bodies are exposed to his delight. For the art education 
teacher, it is important to challenge this way of seeing art history that naturalizes men as leaders of 
artistic movements and women are represented more frequently as a theme, rather than as artists. It 
is this thesis that prevails in the most popular textbooks, including those intended for children. 

violence against women 

Returning to our story about Susanna and the Elders, accurately called the innocence of Susanna  
which has a happy ending for Susanna; but probably the usual end in the ancient world would be her 
death. Even today, the number of women murdered by intimate and ex-intimate partners because of 
jealousy  is still very high (Wilson and Daly, 1998; Magalhães, 2010). It is an instance of the modus 

operandi in violence against women in patriarchal society (Laviolette and Barney, 2000). Susanna was 
a victim of the violence by the elders. Then she is threatened to accept their lustful desires. When she 
said no, both elders together (and here we can talk about male fraternity, but also about criminal 
association), accuse her of bad, immoral behaviour. Because they were judges, 
believed them, and not his wife. So she was condemned to death. These offenders knew they had all 
the power and had nothing to lose. In the same way, nowadays, the offenders more commonly happen 
to be men with power  economic, social and intellectual power  in addition to patriarchal power. 
This makes it very difficult to believe the victims (Dobash et al, 2000). 

 

As this story shows, women victims of gender violence belong to every social class like the offenders 
(Pais, 2010). Although there are many changes happening in society, i.e. legislation, social policies, 
shelters  there is still much to do. Every woman, chaste  or not could be believed when she 

                                                           
2 Referring to laicité, that is the separation between the State and the Church.  
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denounces her offender, even if he is a medical doctor, an academic, a judge or an influent politician. 
The intervention by Daniel can be read as a positive sign that it is possible to unveil, to denounce and 

potent judgement 
which relies on the word of people with power.  

It is no by chance that the saviour in this story is a man, who was also the carrier of the 
ed and Susanna 

would have been killed. As many feminist authors point out, gender violence against women has its 
roots in ancient messages of  subordination, and this theme recurrently used in painting, 
shows the continuous reproduction of patriarchal values and the male gaze about the world and the 
life over time. 

Another myth about gender violence against women is that in the end, they like being battered. The 
same can be seen also in discussion about rape, i.e. the woman provokes the violence. Finally, she liked 
it, because if not, she would not consent and would fight against it (Magalhães, 2010). In the 
representation of Susanna in paintings, we can observe, in most cases, how the consent is represented, 
as she appears to be delighted by the harassment of the elders, reinforcing this myth. The feminine 

 we can see the example of the painting 
attack. The opposite can be seen in Alessandro Allori painting (Figure 8), where Susanna is delighted 

 

 

Fig. 7: Artemisia Gentileschi, Susanna and the Elders (1610) 
© Schönborn Collection, Schloss Weissenstein in Pommersfelden 
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Fig.8: Alessandro Allori, Susanna and the Elders 
(1535- 1607) © Musée_Magnin, Dijon 

 

When we speak about gender violence, from men to women, it does not mean considering all men in 
a homogeneous group. It is not only in the example of Daniel, but also in gender studies or feminist 
studies and in the social intervention, that there is the acknowledgement of different masculinities 
(Connel, 2005). 

As a sign of social change, we would like to finish our paper with a different view of the old theme of 
Susanna and the Elders by Andrew Folan (Figure 9). Here, Susanna is not the object but the subject. 
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Fig. 9: Andrew Folan, Fotografia, 2001 
 

Folan (2007) writes that the reasons for having selected this topic is to introduce a contemporary 
woman in the role of Susanna, who has been (re)presented as a passive subject for centuries. In turn, 
he reverses the male gaze , to be either the subject of the looking or the subject of the gaze. The 
author states his ongoing work with this theme of art history because of its contemporary relevance. 

Conclusion 

As noted by Anna Lisa Tota (2000: 177), 

 [The] feminist deconstructionism re-acquired, in many and various ways, a culture and art thought of in 
a male manner. Deconstructed those canons that traditionally excluded all women, or at least the majority 

  

Fine art, as put forward by Teresa De Lauretis (1987), as well as with other media is a gendered 
technology since art works as the place where we structure our female and male identities. The art 
reveals itself sexualized on the poetics of which it is made, managed and consumed (De Lauretis 1987; 
see also Tota 2000). 

In our research, Susanna and the Elders is a recurrent theme in European mainstream painting, 
representing the women in an objectified and alienated way. In almost all of the 43 paintings of this 
theme we have gathered, Susanna appears delighted by the harassment of the elders. With some 
exception like Artemísia Gentileschi (17th century) (Figure 9), almost all of the paintings perpetuate a 
culture of tolerating violence against women, reproducing the myth that they (in the end) like to be 
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harassed.  Another finding is that while the women have been subjected to the male gaze  and 
although not easily identified, sometimes it can be more violent. 
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