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Ringling gathered a library of books and auction catalogues that
he poured over. Writing to Böhler about a painting he had
acquired as by Annibale Carracci, he noted: “I think I found out
why they attribute the Caracci [sic], Christ healing the blind to
Ludovico. I presume you have Storia Della Pittura Italiana. . . . On
page seven, you will find Christ healing the blind illustrated, attrib-
uted to Ludovico.”1 Ringling read, but he also assiduously trained
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IN 1925, WHEN JOHN RINGLING BEGAN

collecting art with an eye toward creating a
grand museum in Florida, he was at the
peak of his career as head of Ringling Bros.
and Barnum & Bailey Circus. His financial
acumen had enabled him to acquire exten-
sive properties in Sarasota (which later
became the winter quarters of the circus)
that he developed with resort communities
and hotels. His Venetian Gothic home, the
Cà d’Zan, was nearly complete in the spring
of 1926, when Ringling was aggressively
purchasing paintings, decorative objects,
and architectural elements–notably, entire
rooms from the Astor mansion in New
York–that would fill his museum. Two years
later, the building, with its vast courtyard
open at one end to Sarasota Bay (fig. 1) and
enfilade galleries that show off a fine collec-
tion of carved portals (fig. 2), was substan-
tially complete. All along, Ringling, with
the advice and assistance of the Munich art dealer Julius W.
Böhler, bought paintings. When the museum was first opened to
public view on March 31, 1930, the galleries were triple-hung,
salon style, with more than 500 works.

Ringling’s museum was a different kind of undertaking than
the earlier American house-museums created by John Pierpont
Morgan or Henry Clay Frick. John Ringling began collecting to
build a museum and his vision was to encompass a school of visual
art, thus providing the region with a resource for both the appre-

ciation of art and its creation. Nor should the large number of
paintings amassed by Ringling in only a few years suggest that he
bought masses of paintings and objects in the acquisitive, but
uninquisitive, manner of William Randolph Hearst. At the begin-
ning, Ringling was dependant on Böhler’s expertise, but he learned
quickly and soon took justifiable pride in his own connoisseurship.

L o a n  E x h i b i t i o n

Heroines and Temptresses: 
Paintings from the John and Mable Ringling
Museum of Art
by Suzanne Stratton-Pruitt

Figure 1. View of the Courtyard, The John and Mable Ringling Museum
of Art, the State Art Museum of Florida

Figure 2. View of the Galleries, The John and Mable Ringling Museum of
Art, the State Art Museum of Florida
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North American collectors. Ringling bought works by Rubens, but
also by other northern 17th century painters such as Rembrandt,
Jacob Ruysdael, and Jan Steen. He bought Spanish paintings by
Bartolomé Esteban Murillo, Jusepe de Ribera, and Diego de
Velázquez, but also by lesser-known masters such as Alonso Cano.
He bought French paintings by Nicolas Poussin, Simon Vouet,
and others. Most spectacular, however, was his gathering of Italian
Baroque paintings by Annibale Carracci, Luca Giordano, Pietro
da Cortona and others.

Three of the paintings in this loan exhibition were purchased
by John Ringling: Jean Baptiste Greuze’s Meditation (fig. 3), Jean
Raoux’s Girl Playing with a Bird on a String (fig. 4), and Noël-
Nicolas Coypel’s Portrait of Madame de Bourbon-Conti (fig. 5). The
other three paintings in the show are museum purchases or gifts:
two versions of Judith with the Head of Holofernes by Fede Galizia
(fig. 6) and Francisco del Cairo (fig. 7), and the Salome (fig. 8) by
Robert Henri. Although united as compelling images of the power
and allure of women, this selection of paintings also suggests the
breadth of the collection as a whole.

The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, although par-
ticularly noted for its 17th century paintings, also has very strong
holdings in the art of the Renaissance, a period for which Fede
Galizia’s Judith, dated 1596, marks the closing moments. Fede
Galizia (1578-1630) was the daughter of a painter who was also
her teacher. She worked in Milan, painting portraits, altarpieces,
and most notably, still-lifes that show the influence of Caravaggio.
In this painting of Judith, Fede Galizia identifies herself with the
Old Testament heroine by signing the work on her weapon.

Francesco del Cairo (1607-1665), a Milanese like Galizia,
spent considerable time working in Turin as the court painter to
Victor-Amadeus I, Duke of Savoy, and then for Christina of
France, the duke’s widow. His painting Judith with the Head of
Holophernes in the loan exhibition is stylistically close to a series of
works he created soon after he was first called to the Savoy court,
with its figures placed close to the picture plane, smoothly painted
in muted colours. Although Cairo is noted for his depiction of
female figures such as Saint Agnes or Lucretia at a moment of
extreme emotion, his Judith looks out at the viewer with an
inscrutable expression revealing neither pride nor horror at her
deed.

In a cheerier vein is the painting by Jean Raoux (1677-1735),
who was active in Paris. His Girl Playing with a Bird on a String
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his eye. In a telegram to Böhler, he wrote: “Wallace picture practi-
cally the same except shadeings [sic] on hands are more of a brown
and fingers on right hand little wider spread and blue dress little
darker shade. Altogether Munich picture looks to me like finer
quality.”2

John Ringling left not only a building and a collection to the
citizens of Florida, but had the generosity and foresight to leave
the future of the collection open to change. He did not insist that
his ideas about installation live beyond him, and his bequest of
works of art has been considerably expanded since his death in
1936, though with a respect for the tenor of the collection he
made. Among Ringling’s very first purchases were the tapestry
cartoons that Peter Paul Rubens had created for the Archduchess
Isabella Clara Eugenia, enormous paintings around which two
galleries of the museum would be designed. That beginning her-
alded the direction into which Ringling’s collection would tend,
Baroque painting, a period not then generally in vogue among

Figure 4 (Opposite). Jean Raoux (1677-1734), Girl Playing with a Bird on a
String, 1717, oil on canvas, 451⁄4 x 345⁄8 inches. Bequest of John Ringling,
Collection of The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, the State Art
Museum of Florida

Figure 3. Studio of Jean Baptiste Greuze (1725-1805), Meditation, oil on
canvas, 53 x 433⁄8 inches. Bequest of John Ringling, Collection of The John
and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, the State Art Museum of Florida
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should not be taken much less seriously, however, than the intrepid
heroine Judith, for as she toys with the pet bird, she is apt to toy
with a fellow’s heart. Raoux’s contemporary Noël-Nicolas Coypel
(1690-1734), whose lovely portrait of Madame de Bourbon-Conti
is included in this exhibition, was one of a distinguished family of
French painters of the early 18th century. Trained at the Académie

Royale in Paris by his father Noël Coypel, the son followed in
those footsteps, by 1733 himself a professor at the Académie. 

Jean-Baptiste Greuze (1725-1805) is best known for his genre
scenes and portraits. Like Jean-Siméon Chardin, Greuze’s work
stood somewhat apart from his contemporaries in 18th century
France, but he was always admired by connoisseurs, critics, and the
general public. His many paintings of young women variously
titled Regret, Modesty, Reflection, and the like were enormously
popular: the magnificently framed Meditation in this exhibition is
of a discreetly alluring beauty, more allegorical than real, more of
the spirit than of the flesh, a perfect example of Greuze’s graceful
female types.

The Salome by the American painter Robert Henri (1865-
1929) was acquired by the museum in 1974. John Ringling would
have appreciated the European roots of this temptress, painted in
1909, after Henri’s second trip to Europe attracted his interest to
the dark tonalities and broad, fluid brushstrokes of painters such as
Frans Hals and Velázquez, and the early paintings of Edouard
Manet. Ringling would, no doubt, have appreciated the Salome’s
boldness, the strong diagonal of her pose, her Orientalist cast:
Henri’s later work as the leader of the Ashcan School with its
depictions of everyday urban life might have had far less appeal to
a man who had acquired an admirable collection of Renaissance,
Baroque, and Rococo painting.

The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art is now part of
the Florida State University Ringling Center for the Cultural
Arts, a complex of programs and activities that fulfill the founder’s
intention to create a regional hub for the edification and delecta-
tion of the public. The galleries of Old Master painting have
recently undergone a new installation that makes the collection
glow. Under the sponsorship of the Florida State University, new
initiatives make Sarasota a destination point beyond the allure of
its benign climate: the museum will have newly built galleries ded-
icated to non-European and contemporary art and new construc-
tion will expand the library and educational facilities, the renova-
tion of the Cà d’Zan is nearly complete and will soon be open to
the public, and the Circus Museum has received a $15,000,000
grant for expansion.

NOTES:

1.   John Ringling: Dreamer, Builder, Collector (Sarasota, 1997), p. 29.

2.   Ibid., p.6.

Figure 5. Noël-Nicholas Coypel (1690-1734), Madame de Bourbon-Conti,
1731, oil on canvas, 543⁄8 x 42 inches. Bequest of John Ringling, Collection
of The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, the State Art 
Museum of Florida

Figure 6 (Below left). Fede Galizia (1578-1630), Judith with the Head of
Holofernes, 1596, oil on canvas, 471⁄2 x 37 inches. Gift of Mr and Mrs Jacob
Polak, Collection of The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, the
State Art 
Museum of Florida

Figure 7 (Below right). Francisco del Cairo (1607-1664), Judith with the
Head of Holofernes, c.1630-1635, oil on canvas, 467⁄8 x 371⁄8 inches. Museum
purchase, Collection of The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, the
State Art Museum of Florida

Figure 8. Robert Henri (1865-1929), Salome, 1909, oil on canvas, 
771⁄2 x 37 inches. Museum purchase, Collection of The John and Mable
Ringling Museum of Art, the State Art Museum of Florida


