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Beatrice Cenci (1577–1599), an Italian noblewoman executed for the murder 
of her abusive father, has long occupied a complex position at the inter-
section of history, legend, and visual culture. Over the centuries, numerous 
reinterpretations of her story have circulated inside and outside Italy, con-
tributing to the formation of an idealized image of Cenci as a virtuous young 

woman who faced an unjust end. An assumed portrait initially attributed to Guido Reni 
(1575–1642) and later to Ginevra Cantofoli (1618–1672) has played a crucial role in the 
creation of iconic image of Cenci. There is a copy of the work also in the Finnish National 
Gallery’s collection, where it was received as part of O. W. Klinckowström’s donation in 
1851. In this article I will examine the appearances of Cenci’s story and her assumed por-
trait in 19th century culture, especially in the context of Romanticism and the Gothic, and 
analyse the painting considering the themes of gendered violence in art.
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Image 1. Cantofoli Ginevra, Donna con turbante, ca. 1650. Oil on canvas, 64,5 x 49 cm. 
Palazzo Barberini. Image: Gallerie Nazionali di Arte Antica, Rome. All rights reserved.

Beatrice Cenci (1577–1599) was an Italian no-
blewoman who was executed for organizing the 
murder of her abusive father. Over the centuries, 
her story has inspired countless reinterpreta-
tions that have contributed to the formation of 
an idealized image of Cenci as a virtuous young 
woman, who faced an unjust end. In Rome, 
where she was sentenced and executed, she 
became a symbol of resistance against arrogant 
aristocracy and is still celebrated as a martyr of 
the people.

A painting that was wrongly identified as a 
portrait of Cenci has played a crucial role in the 
creation of her legend. It was initially attributed 
to Guido Reni (1575–1642), later to Elisabetta 
Sirani (1638–1665) and currently to Sirani’s 
pupil Ginevra Cantofoli (1618–1672). For cen-
turies, the painting has been on display in Rome, 
nowadays in Palazzo Barberini. It is known today 
that the woman in the painting is not Beatrice, 
but most likely a Sibyl, a prophetess of Ancient 
Greek (Nicholl 1998). Until the beginning of the 
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20th century, however, the painting was displayed 
as representing Cenci and numerous copies were 
produced all around the world. One of those 
copies can even be found in the collection of 
Finnish National Gallery, where it was received 
as a donation from Freiherr Otto Wilhelm 
Klinckowström’s collection in 1851 (Suomen 
Taideyhdistys n.d).

In this article, I aim to reflect the relationship be-
tween Beatrice Cenci’s legend and her “portrait” 
focusing on the absence and presence of violence 
in these two different but tightly intertwined 
products of culture. I will show how Cenci’s story 
and the portrait were brought to the common 
knowledge in late 18th century and give examples 
of how the story was interpreted and retold in 
the context of the Gothic. In the following pages, 
I will refer to the painting as Beatrice’s “portrait”, 
leaning on the premise that stood its ground for 
centuries and was taken as a fact until the late 
19th century. Furthermore, in the case of Beatrice 
it has become an established practice to refer to 
her by her first name. As discussed in the context 
of Artemisia Gentileschi and other women art-
ists, this practice can be questioned because of its 
infantilizing and diminishing nature (Bal 2005, 
XI–XII). In this article, however, I will mainly 
follow the foregoing tradition to use Beatrice’s 
first name, not least to avoid confusing her with 
other members of the Cenci family.

Death of a Woman, Birth of a 
Legend
Beatrice Cenci’s story contains an extreme ex-
ample of a family terrorized by a violent home 
tyrant. According to historical sources, such as 
trial records, Beatrice’s father, count Francesco 
Cenci had undergone several trials and paid 
many fines to settle his violent outbursts inside 
and outside the household. He was convicted 
several times of cruelty against his employees 
and sodomy with young boys (Jack 2005, 24–25). 
His children were well aware of their father’s 
uncontrollable behavior and witnessed and 

experienced his violent acts at home. In 1595 the 
indebted and enraged count Cenci took Beatrice 
in his countryside estate, a castle called La Rocca 
and locked her and her second wife Lucrezia up 
for three years. (Jack 2005, 32–33)

According to contemporary testimonies, during 
the summer of 1597 Beatrice, who was enclosed 
in a room without windows, was in such a desper-
ate mood that she was ready to kill herself (Jack 
2005, 35). Instead, she ended up planning the 
murder of the count together with stepmother 
Lucrezia, two family servants (Marzio Catalano 
and Olimpio Calvetti, the latter of whom Beatrice 
has been rumored to have an affair with), and 
the eldest surviving son of the count, Giacomo. 
They tried to stage the murder as an accident 
but were exposed and took to the court. The trial 
took a year. Beatrice never confessed the crime, 
even under torture. After all she, Lucrezia and 
Giacomo were executed at Castel Sant’Angelo on 
11th of September 1599. The streets of Rome were 
filled with people who gathered to witness their 
last moments.1 (Nicholl 1998)

While Francesco’s violent temper and actions 
were already widely known in Rome, the murder 
trial brought out a further question about his 
incestuous tendencies. This subject was raised 
by the defender in the later part of the trial. 
Apparently, Beatrice was not very keen to 
provide information on the theme, and it is still 
uncertain what had happened inside the walls of 
La Rocca. However, the ingredients for various 
speculations and reinterpretations of Beatrice’s 
suffering were set from the start. (Nicholl 1998) 
Her story quickly became one of the urban 
legends circulating in Rome.

As Beatrice’s tragical life was turned into a 
legend, facts and fiction became hard to tell 

1	 It is not impossible that in the crowd there were also 
some famous artists of the time. Caravaggio, for exam-
ple, was working in Rome at the time of the execution 
(Nicholl 1998).
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apart. There are several parts 
where most 19th century versions 
of Beatrice’s story deviate from the 
historical facts. First, in many sto-
ries Beatrice is told to be only 16 
years old, when in reality she was 
22 in the time of her execution. 
Furthermore, some mentions in 
her testament suggest that she 
might have had a son, probably 
with family servant Olimpio Calvetti. These de-
tails are not present in the 19th century versions 
of the story, which emphasize Beatrice’s youth 
and innocence (Nicholl 1998). The first research 
to rely on primary sources was published in 1879 
by Antonio Bertolotti (see Bertolotti 1879).

Considering the poor status of women in the 
patriarchal 16th century Italy, Cenci had very 
few possibilities to seek protection or justice for 
herself. The authorities to whom she turned had 
no will nor legal means to protect a daughter 
from her father. To respect a woman’s bodily in-
tegrity was not a prioritized value in the society 
that considered women as property (Rafanelli 
2024, 68).

Nonviolent Painting of a Violent 
Story
Beatrice’s portrait has a story of its own. Since 
the early 17th century, due to a series of misun-
derstandings and coincidences, a painting in 
the Colonna family collection was recognized 
as a picture of “the Cenci girl”. According to a 
widespread story, artist Guido Reni would have 
got a permission to meet Beatrice just before 
her execution and paint a portrait of her in her 

prison cell. The theory lived persistently even 
after it was proven very unlikely. (See e.g. Castelot 
1880) The real enthusiasm around the painting, 
however, was experienced in the 19th century 
when it was found by Romantics. Numerous 
nineteenth-century paintings and engravings 
replicated the portrait and made it iconic. Even 
when the medium changed, the motif of Beatrice 
was copied from the painting. Some artists en-
larged the framing to the milieu around Beatrice 
and showed her in the cell surrounded by a few 
other people and the painter Guido Reni who is 
working on the portrait (Groseclose 1982, 125). 
However, they didn’t change her costume or 
looks. There is even a well-known photographic 
interpretation by Julia Margaret Cameron from 
1866 (1815–1879) and a sculpture by Harriet 
Hosmer (1830–1908) finished in 1859, which 
depict Cenci in the white robe and turban which 
we can see in her portrait.

In the canon of Western art, there are countless 
interpretations of stories of suffering women, 
and several visual and thematic patterns repeat-
ing the imagery of gendered violence. There 
is Lucretia, as depicted by Lucas Cranach the 
Elder and Rembrandt; the Sabine women; and 
the victims of ancient gods – Europa, Nemesis, 

Image 2. Enrico Fanfani, Guido Reni 
ritrae Beatrice Cenci in carcere, ca. 
1855–1860. Oil on canvas, mounted 
on wood, 56,5 x 71,5 cm. Finarte, 
Roma, Collezione Bruno Mantura. 
Image: Wikimedia commons, public 
domain.
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Persephone, among others. As in these cases, 
violent acts against women often contain an el-
ement of sexual abuse, which has been eroticized 
for male clients and spectators. These artworks 
have normalized rape and abuse in the so-called 
Western art tradition to such an extent that the 
public criticism is still in its infancy (Rafanelli 
2024, 62–63). Feminist research communities 
and activists have, however, raised awareness 
on the matter since 1970s.2

In many ways, Cenci’s story and her portrait 
play an interesting contrast to the persistent 
patterns of depicting suffering women in art. 
The imagery of her legend doesn’t build on 
the visualization of her abuse. In other words, 
despite of her violent story, the established visual 
representations of Beatrice do not show violence 
or erotic allusions. There is no naked body or an 
ambiguous expression that could be imagined 
as either pain or pleasure. In the portrait there 
is simply a young girl who is facing the viewer 
with melancholic expression. Interestingly, the 
painting is imagined showing her after her 
violent experiences and to read the traces of 
violence in the painting, we must connect with 
her story. Additionally, the power of the painting 
lays largely in the assumption that it would have 
been painted just a moment before Cenci’s exe-
cution, and that it would carry the atmosphere 
of the moment.

Romantics and the Gothic 
Beatrice’s story started to appear in literature 
already in mid-18th century, but it was 19th 
century Romantics who brought Beatrice back 
to the limelight.3 Cenci, with her haunting eyes, 
was a perfect subject for Romantics, who were 

2	 Many key figures of feminist art history tradition, like 
Linda Nochlin, Griselda Pollock, Rozsika Parker and 
Diane Wolfthal, have critizised rape imagery in West-
ern art canon.

3	 The story was published in Ludovico Antonio Mura-
tori’s widely read Annali d’Italia, in 1749 (Groseclose 
1982, 110).

looking for the right kind of sensibilité and 
pathos in art (Groseclose 1982, 119). Several 
well-known authors, starting with Percy Bysshe 
Shelley (1792–1822), were enchanted by her 
“portrait” and wrote their versions of her legend. 
There were several reasons why this particular 
story fascinated so many during the period in 
question.

Shelley and his family moved to Italy in 1818, 
and despite all the loss and struggle they faced, 
the coming years proved to be the most prolific 
in Shelley’s literary career. In April 1819 he dis-
covered Beatrice’s portrait in Palazzo Colonna. 
He describes the face of Cenci: “Her forehead is 
large and clear; her eyes, which we are told were 
remarkable for their vivacity, are swollen with 
weeping and lustreless, but beautifully tender 
and serene…” (Jack 2005, 49–50). The burst of 
inspiration was so strong that his play The Cenci 
was finished the same year. It was Shelley’s first 
more ambitious work, but due to his early death 
he was not able to see it on stage.4 (Reynolds 
2024)

When Shelley first learned about Beatrice’s 
legend, he considered its potential popularity 
in England so high that he was worried that 
somebody would use it before his play was 
published (Mulhallen 2010, 87). His concerns 
were well-founded, for it was the time when 
Italy was becoming more and more visited by 
tourists. Only a few years later, Shelley’s discov-
ery was followed by Stendhal (the pseudonym 
of Marie-Henri Beyle), who paid a visit to “the 
painting of Beatrice” and fell for the girl whose 
extremely large eyes “have the astonished air of 
a person who has just been surprised at the very 
moment of shedding scalding tears” (Nicholl 
1998). Stendhal’s Les Cenci was published in 

4	 The first professional performance of the play was put 
on stage as late as 1886. Interestingly, Alma Murray, 
who played the part of Beatrice, received a miniature 
version of “Guido’s Beatrice” as a present from Lady 
Shelley, the wife of Sir Percy Shelley, the only surviving 
child of Percy and Mary Shelley (Browning 1891, 6).
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1839. Also, Charles Dickens and 
Nathaniel Hawthorne praise 
the painting in their writings in 
1846 and 1858 (Nicholl 1998). 
Many more literary outcomes, 
including Francesco Domenice 
Guerrazzi’s Beatrice Cenci, 
Alexandre Dumas’ Les Crimes 
célèbres: Les Borgia; La marquise 
de Ganges; Les Cenci, and Alfred 
Nobel’s Nemesis, were published 
later in the 19th century.

Beatrice’s story includes all the 
essential elements of the Gothic, 
a literary genre that was hugely 
popular in turn-of-the-century 
England. As Elizabeth A. Fay puts 
it: “The Gothic usually centers 
on a patriarchal villain or a pa-
triarchal institution such as the 
Catholic Church. It is typically set 
in the past and in another land, 
such as Germany or Italy, and it 
tends to focus on the beautiful 
and desirable heroine whose fate 
is to be victimized by the villain-
ous father figure.” (Fay 1998, 108) 
For Shelley and other Romantic 
writers, Cenci’s legend provid-
ed an opportunity to explore 
several sexual taboos that were 
buzzing under the more or less 
convincingly polished surface 
of 19th century societies. Distancing the setting 
of the story to a foreign culture and historical 
setting helped to conceal its potential political 
subtext and gave space to explore the vicariously 
pleasurable emotions that horror could evoke 
(Fay 1998, 111). According to Marilyn Gaull, 
Shelley’s The Cenci is “a play which violates all 
expectations, all natural affections, all human 
relationships” (Gaull 1988, 103).

As a Romantic heroine Cenci was close to per-
fect. She was of a noble descent, and it was easy 

to assume that she was pure, beautiful, innocent 
and as Gaull puts it, “capable of extreme suffer-
ing” (Gaull 1988, 92–93). To create the most 
effective and dramatic contrast to the horrific 
violence and abuse in her story, Beatrice herself 
needed to be an embodiment of female virtues. 
This said, there is also the ambivalence of Cenci 
as both a victim and a likely organizer of a patri-
cide. Romantic authors, such as Shelley, eagerly 
read the face in the painting and saw a full range 
of emotions that present us with simultaneous 
presence of innocence and evilness. 

Image 3. Artist unknown, A young woman wearing a turban, n.d. Oil on 
canvas, 58 x 44 cm. Finnish National Gallery Collection / Sinebrychoff 
Art Museum, O. W. Klinckowström Fine Arts Collection. Image: Finnish 
National Gallery / Jouko Könönen. Public domain.
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Beatrice in Finland

During the 19th century, the image and the 
story of Beatrice traveled as far as Helsinki. A 
seemingly anonymous painting in the Finnish 
National Gallery’s collection, A young woman 
wearing a turban, is one of the countless copies 
of Cantofoli’s painting. As mentioned earlier, 
it was received as a donation in Finnish Art 
Society (Suomen Taideyhdistys) in 1851 as part 
of Otto Wilhem Klinckowström’s (1778–1850) 
collection (Suomen Taideyhdistys n.d.). Out of 
the 28 paintings received in the donation, the 
Society kept 20 and gave away the remaining 8 
in an art lottery (Pettersson 2004, 60–61). The 
copy was considered good enough to be kept. 

Klinckowström, originally a Swedish nobleman, 
lived in Italy between 1810 and 1816, only a 
few years before the Shelley family. In 1816 he 
relocated to Finland because his career path 
had started to seem too bumpy in Sweden due 
to a couple of scandals related to his romantic 
affairs (Kansallisbiografia n.d.). We can assume 
that Klinckowström knew the story of Cenci and 
could have seen the original painting in Rome.5 
It is possible that he even purchased the painting 
during his stay in the city.

It can be assumed that the original painting 
was clearly well-known in Finland because it is 
referred to in a self-evident manner in several 
19th century newspapers, giving the impression 
that the reader is expected to know Cenci’s 
story and to be aware of the existence of her 
“portrait” in Italy. In the conditions concerning 
the donation it was required that the collection 
had to be displayed and “Guido Reni’s portrait of 
Beatrice Cenci” appears many times in Finnish 
newspapers which report on Art Society’s 
exhibitions between 1868 and 1900 (Suomen 
Taideyhdistys n.d.). In 1869 a critic who had 

5	 It was close that he could have crossed paths with 
Shelley, for he moved away only two years before 
Shelleys arrived.

visited Finnish Art Society’s exhibition judges 
the copy of Guido Reni’s Beatrice so “miserably” 
bad that they don’t even bother to talk more 
about it (Hufvudstadsbladet 28.03.1869 [p. 3]). 
Next time the painting seems to have been on 
display in Art Society’s exhibition in 1872, when 
it’s only mentioned casually along other works 
(Hufvudstadsbladet 06.03.1872 [p. 5]). In the 
newspapers Cenci’s legend is often represented 
as a scandal story to please the readers with a 
taste for terror. As an example of this genre, 
many newspapers have published a version of 
Francesco Guerrazzi’s Beatrice Cenci.6 The copy 
of the painting in The Finnish National Gallery 
collections as well as it’s occurrence in Finnish 
press during the 19th century would be a fruitful 
topic for further research.

Conclusion
The case of Cenci and her portrait is a complex 
weave of reality, fiction and human desire 
towards mystery and violence. I first became 
interested in the painting when I was working at 
the Sinebrychoff Art Museum and saw a picture 
of the copy in the museum’s collection database. 
When I tried to find out what it was about, I met 
numerous layers of interesting contradictions. In 
the first hand there are real historical facts that 
have given inspiration to the legend of Beatrice. 
Secondly, there is the fictional story of the por-
trait, which has played a crucial role in creating 
the legend. At the end there is the presence of 
violence in the real events and the legend, and 
the absence of visible violence in the painting. 
All of these themes made it an interesting case 
for a study. 

In this essay I have shown how the elements 
present in Cenci’s story were aptly in line with 
the themes of the Gothic. Especially during the 
19th century, her assumed portrait gave a face to 
the legend, triggered emotional interaction with 

6	 See eg. ”Ett gästabud hos Francesco Cenci år 1598” 
in Hufvudstadsbladet 14.03.1886 [No 61 A, p. 5].
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imagined Beatrice and inspired artists and poets 
to create their versions of her story. Copies of 
the painting traveled to different corners of the 
world, even in Finland. After a century of regular 
appearances, however, new cultural representa-
tions of Beatrice have become scarce. As the 
knowledge of the true nature of her “portrait” 
has gained ground, the image and the story have 
drifted apart and the connection between them 
has become a historical curiosity. In other words, 
we do no longer have a portrait of Beatrice, but 
there is somebody else in the picture. I would 
claim, however, that the emotional load that 
has been accumulated on the painting is still 
affecting our ways of looking and experiencing 
it, if we are familiar with Beatrice’s story.

Last time when the National Gallery’s copy 
was displayed in Finland was in 2021 when 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum organized an exhibi-
tion honoring the 100th anniversary of the dona-
tion of Paul and Fanny Sinebrychoff ’s collection. 
In the exhibition, the work was still identified 
as by Elisabetta Sirani (Kansallisgalleria n.d.) I 
would say that currently the painting is in some 
kind of in-between state. Because of new attri-
butions and information, it has been detached 
from its previous context, and the part of the 
copy is not the easiest one to play in any case. 
The attribution of the original painting to a 17th 
century woman artist Ginevra Cantofoli can, 
however, lead to totally new opportunities of 
research in the future. There are new stories to 
come!

Hilla Männikkö (MA) is a recently graduated art 
historian specializing in 17th and 18th centuries 
European art.
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