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Introduction



 

 

“We need to discover what women did, not what men said.”1

 

A simple, yet provocative sentence, it has become the guiding principle of this book. Going beyond prescriptive treatises and contemporary writings about women in Italy in the early modern period, Carolyn Valone has asked that we look at the facts and at the actions of individual women, discarding the age-old generalities that inform much of the modern literature on women in the early modern period. She points out that, like Vasari’s singling out of Properzia de’ Rossi as the only woman sculptor, modern scholarship, until recently, has singled out Isabella d’Este (1474–1534), Marchesa of Mantua as the single most important woman patron and collector of art.2 There has been, of course, a growing body of literature on secular women patrons, and the scholarship on the patronage of nuns and other religious is even more extensive.3 Yet many of the assumptions about women’s lives remain. As Sheryl Reiss’ and David Wilkins’ volume of essays, Beyond Isabella,4 illustrates, many opportunities were available to the secular woman who had the wealth and the means to commission art and architecture.

This study, based primarily on newly discovered archival documents,5 addresses the way three women – Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale (ca. 1495–1576), Giacoma Pallavicina (ca. 1509–1575), and Camilla Pallavicina (ca. 1515–1561) – used patronage as a means of negotiating power in the court setting of the Parma-Piacenza region of the Emilia Romagna (Figure 0.1) not far from Isabella’s hometown.6 Each of the three women managed their power and wealth in completely different ways. Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale was clearly a leader in her own right operating like a man, a patriarch, whereas her cousin, Giacoma chose a more unique path creating her own model as a lay sister who supported financially and morally her female kin, orphans, and the poor. Both women were born at Zibello and had to deal with male relatives over feudal disputes. The third and youngest of the three, Camilla Pallavicina of Busseto, was widowed, remarried, and was widowed again. Camilla’s situation is unique in comparison to the other two simply because her life was controlled more strictly by her male relatives, yet she managed to exert her independence as well. The Pallavicini women manipulated their wealth as a means of negotiating power and were, therefore, empowered to act as individuals, to make independent decisions, and to influence the actions of others. Negotiating power or empowerment can be further defined as the exercise of a person’s/woman’s agency. This model is, of course, flawed. Men did not always make the purchases or pay for building – in other words, men did not always hold the purse strings. Judith Brown, in her introduction to Gender and Society in Renaissance Italy,7 poses this question, “why … did women in some cities, even in the same region, exercise greater independence compared to women in neighboring cities? In short, what cultural constructs allowed women and men in the past to attach meaning to similar circumstance?”8 The study of gender, Brown goes on to say, “enables scholars to examine social construction of male and female identities and of meaning attached to different social rules assumed by men and women” and that by emphasizing agency of both men and women, gender studies “can elide the powerlessness of women in the face of patriarchy.”9 Brown makes it clear that to understand “the gender dimensions behind specific local variations one must look at local experience …”10 – that is beyond the traditional Florentine model.

By turning away from the traditional artistic centers of Florence, Rome, and Venice, a number of new and unexpected issues related to gender, power, and patronage emerge. More often than not Florence has served as the model – what happened in this city in the Renaissance must have happened elsewhere in Italy.

James Grubb, in his introduction to Provincial Families of the Renaissance,11 takes this issue even further:

The overriding assumption for a metropolitan focus must be either that of Florence or Venice constitute worlds unto themselves, such that there is no need to look beyond, or that we can safely extrapolate from the center to the periphery. Both propositions make those of us who work in the provinces nervous …12

He goes on to say that provincial settings were different in their formal characteristics from metropolitan centers, and this was certainly the case for Parma and Piacer.za. The study of families who lived in cities on the periphery can offer perspective on Florentine and Venetian experiences, and therefore, can provide an additional, alternative viewpoint.13 By following Grubb’s lead, then, the study of women on the periphery, not only in terms of their geographical location, but in terms of their gender as well, should provide a more balanced view of patronage in Italy in the early modern period.

An investigation into court consumption, moreover, provides insights into the issue of women’s economic rights and responsibilities.14 By moving beyond Florence and Venice, where men were expected to control household spending, to the court centers where women typically had their own money as well as property, we find that some women often kept financial records, as in the case of Giacoma Pallavicina of Zibello.15 These documents allow us to track women’s sources of income and the circumstances under which it could be spent. And we can begin to address the question: what did women spend their money on? In addition to long-term projects, such as the reconstruction of a palazzo or the building of a convent, women’s daily expenses could be divided among the running of the household, the purchase of luxury items, commissioning works of art for the home or family chapel, and regular charitable donations. Neglect of female patrons has been linked to the mistaken assumption that secular women rarely had the economic or legal autonomy necessary for such patronage, and that those who managed to work against the patriarchal system were exceptions.16 Like Isabella d’Este, they were considered a rare example of what a woman could accomplish. Because of these assumptions, it is imperative to re-integrate women into the historical narrative, and to realize that, while women had to work within a patriarchal system that limited their economic rights, they were not completely excluded, and that they exercised more social power in early modern society than has traditionally been recognized. This social power stemmed from women’s economic sources, their residential autonomy, and partnerships with others. More importantly, the documentation used in this study concerning women’s lives and their role as patrons, especially those of the Pallavicini family, allows us to reconstruct the legal and economic options available to women in and around Parma and Piacenza.

Marriage alliances, networks of communication between families, and financial security gave some women, such as those of the Pallavicini family, a certain independence as well as the means to become patrons of the arts in their own right. These women’s lives were multidimensional, bound by a series of overlapping responsibilities to their families and others, and by their relationships with the church, the secular government, and their male relatives.17 Because of its ties to Milan, the Parma-Piacenza region was subject to Lombard laws and customs, which restricted women from inheriting properties and titles in their own names even though they could transmit property to their husbands or their children.18 Women were generally required to have an adult male, a mundualdo, act as their proxies or guardians in making contracts and other legal documents. Yet it should be noted that the mundualdus system, and how it worked, varied from city to city, and that the name of the mundualdo was often added to the document by a notary after it had been drafted. Therefore, the role of the mundualdo would seem to have been less powerful than the written law would indicate. More importantly for widows, the mundualdus system was not always put into action; they frequently acted on their own when signing contracts, as in the case of Ippolita Pallavicina-Sanseverina, or held titles in their own right, as with Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale.19 Land or feudal holdings were often transmitted to women through their mothers, as in the case of Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale, or in some instances through their fathers if the woman was his only heir, as in the case of Camilla Pallavicina who inherited all of her father’s feudal holdings.20 While women, such as Ippolita Pallavicina-Sanseverina, Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale, and Giacoma Pallavicina had male agents, their own voices come through in the documents clearly as instigators of various legal actions, such as inheritance rights of their female and male relatives, or as commissioners of various projects: they signed contracts, hired workers and artists, bought, sold, and rented property, among other things. As widows, many women enjoyed greater freedom of action than wives, mothers, or daughters, though at times these women, too, acted independently and contrary to Lombard law.

In general, the study of patronage – that is the identification and investigation of a person or group who ordered and subsequently paid for a work of art21 – targets what is considered today to be the fine arts: painting, sculpture, and architecture. Domestic art had been given little attention until recent years.22 Many avenues were open to women in terms of patronage of the arts, and a primary one was the decoration of the domestic interior. More often than not, it was likely to be the woman who chose, purchased, and attended to household objects. Any study focusing on the patronage activities of a particular group of women should consider their role as collectors of precious material goods, as organizers of the early modern home, and as decorators of their interiors. Women not only commissioned objects that were in the public arena – such as hospitals, churches, church decoration, chapels, or houses – they also commissioned or purchased objects for private use in their homes, such as paintings, tapestries, spalliere, fine silver, and other precious material goods. Women used what was available to them – the circumstances and opportunities of their lives along with their culture’s repertory of ideas, assumptions, conflicts, and images – to express themselves in new ways, and the domestic setting, just as much as the public one, afforded many the opportunity for personal creative expression. Not only will this study focus on the domestic (private) space, its furnishings, and what women collected for the home – a rather underdeveloped topic until recent years23 – but also women building palaces (public) which is new. The final chapter of this volume will address aspects of religious (public and private) patronage more commonly associated with women. This multidimensional approach, moreover, offers insights into the women’s lives, their limitations, and the possibilities open to them as patrons. By emphasizing the domestic world and material goods, rather than traditional art objects, this volume belongs to a larger body of works on domesticity or domestic history being produced by historians, social historians, literary historians, as well as art historians working cross-culturally and across the centuries.24


The Historical-Political Situation

The Pallavicini women of this study were from the region in and around Parma and Piacenza, situated in the western half of the Emilia Romagna in the Po River plain. This region had been under Milanese rule from the mid-fifteenth century until the early sixteenth, broken by brief periods of domination by French or the imperial forces of Charles V.25 The area was, and still is, compact and topographically varied. The great Po River plain is sandwiched between two major mountain ranges: the Alps to the North and the Appenines to the South (Figure 0.1). The region bordered the Duchy of Modena, ruled by the Este of Ferrara (Reggio Emilia was the closest of the cities to Parma) to the East, as well as the Gonzaga of Mantua to the Northeast.26

The most powerful feudatories of the region under Sforza control were those of the Pallavicini, the Rossi, and the Sanvitale. The Pallavicini, whose feudal holdings completely separated Parma from Piacenza, served as members of the Sforza’s Council of State, acted as military commanders, and as courtiers. Gianludovico Pallavicino, marchese of Cortemaggiore (1425–1481), for example, was appointed to Galeazzo Sforza’s Privy Council in 1470. The post was passed on to his brother, Pallavicino Pallavicino (1426–84), and thus remained in “the family.”27 Significantly, these feudal lords played an important role in the duchy of Milan and could not be ignored, in part because they held strategic geographic positions along vital waterways or near major cities that no duke could afford to lose, and they had a substantial stake in the political systems of cities such as Parma and Piacenza.28 More importantly, these great feudatories had their own systems of justice, their own rights of appointments of benefices, their own courtly entourages, and their own networks of patronage, often employing the same artists to decorate their residences as the dukes were using. They could even marry into princely families, as many of the Pallavicini did, making important political alliances for both parties.29

The already unstable political situation in the region became even more complicated when Pope Alexander VI Borgia made Alessandro Farnese (1468–1549) a cardinal in 1493, though he was not ordained until 1519. Despite the appointment Farnese kept to his worldly ways, siring four children with his mistress Silvia Ruffini. In 1509 Farnese was appointed bishop of Parma and visited the city three times: 1516, 1519, and 1527. With his election as pope in 1534 as Paul III, Farnese consolidated his alliances and established his family as a major power by embarking on a policy of improving their status through nepotism, building a dynasty for his family. He maneuvered his four children into positions with both French and imperial forces and arranged dynastic marriages for his two grandsons with the two most powerful monarchs in Europe: in 1538 Ottavio Farnese (1524–86) married Margarita of Austria (1522–86), the illegitimate daughter of Charles V, and in 1547, Orazio (1532–53) was betrothed to Diane of France (d. 1556), the granddaughter of Francis I.30

Through changes in political circumstances, Parma and Piacenza became part of Paul’s plan to found a Farnese dynasty. He created the Duchy of Parma and Piacenza in 1545 and named his infamous first-born son, Pier Luigi (1503–47) its duke with hereditary privileges.31 Pier Luigi’s subjects and neighbors saw his accession as unwarranted and unfair. In a letter of 23 August 1545, Cardinal Ercole Gonzaga (1505–63) wrote to Ercole II d’Este (d. 1559), duke of Ferrara, “To us scions of ancient princely houses, whose heritage was won by so much effort and is with such difficulty maintained, it seems strange indeed that so new a prince should spring up like a mushroom in the night.”32 Emperor Charles V was also enraged at the creation of the duchy and would not officially recognize its existence. It was the emperor who was behind the successful plot of Ferrante Gonzaga (1507–57), governor general of Milan to murder the duke on 10 September 1547.33

Once Pier Luigi was dead, his son Ottavio Farnese claimed the duchy for himself. Charles V, however, wanted the duchy to remain a puppet state ruled for the empire by Ferrante Gonzaga.34 Ever the clever diplomat, Pope Paul III rescinded his earlier investiture of the duchy and reclaimed the territory for the Church. His rebellious grandson Ottavio, who was supported by his elder brother Cardinal Alessandro Farnese (1520–89), laid claim to the territory and entered the city of Parma, which had remained loyal to him. The dispute over Ottavio’s right to rule Parma and Piacenza continued long after Paul III’s death and well into the 1550s. On 15 September 1556 (the Treaty of Ghent), Ottavio allied himself with Philip II of Spain (1527–98), the new emperor and son of Charles V, and his duchy became an fief after all.35

The Pallavicini had strong ties with the Farnese as well as with the Sforza of Milan and were of ancient nobility. At least one Pallavicino could trace his ancestors back 800 years.36 What has been referred to as the “Pallavicino state” was established in 1249 when Federico Barbarossa invested Uberto Pallavicino (1197–1269) with a vast amount of territory spreading from the Po valley, along the Via Emilia and cutting between Piacenza and Parma, and included holdings as far as the Val Taro.37 This vast state remained under Pallavicini control until the death of “II Magnifico” Rolando,38 in 1457, when the territories were split among his seven sons, destroying the stability of the Pallavicino state.39 Gianfrancesco (d. 1497), Pallavicino (1426–1484/86), and Gianludovico (1425–1481), the three sons who concern us most (see Appendix II), inherited jointly the territories of Busseto, Polesine, Zibello, Tabiano, Bargone, Monticelli, and several others.40 This, of course, was not an ideal situation. Francesco Sforza intervened later that year, distributing the various Pallavicini feudi among the sons.41 Gianfrancesco was given dominion over Zibello and its surrounding territories, while Gianludovico and Pallavicino together ruled Bargone, Busseto, and various villages, including Cortemaggiore. Investiture took place in 1458. As might be expected, the two brothers were not pleased with this situation, and ultimately, in 1478, Giangaleazzo Sforza (d. 1494) intervened and created two separate states. Pallavicino’s was Busseto with its surrounding territories. Gianludovico’s included Bargone and its territories, as well as “l’antica villa di Cortemaggiore;” he was also scudi d’oro.”42

Hostilities among the siblings escalated after these three brothers died, and their holdings were split amongst their numerous sons, fragmenting even further the once great Pallavicino state. Issues of inheritance rights, combined with rivalries with other feudal lords in the region, such as the Rossi and the Sanvitale, considerably weakened what had once been a vast territory headed by one patriarch, “Il Magnifico” Rolando.

On the other hand, the heirs of Rolando’s cousin, Pietro Pallavicino, marchese of Scipione and Chiavenna (d. 1450s), did not seem to have become involved in such disputes, apparently content to remain minor lords.43 Yet their feudal holdings along Stirone river near Borgo San Donnino (now Fidenza) were of great significance in part because of their location along the river44 and were, therefore, of interest to the Farnese, who always coveted strategic locations. Within the Pallavicini family itself, its members were often split in terms of their political alliances; some favoring the Sforza of Milan, others the French, causing even further fragmentation of the Pallavicini state.

The three branches of the Pallavicini family under consideration here not only vied for greater territory and alliances with the Farnese, but also developed their own courtly entourage and their own networks of patronage of art and architecture, often emulating the Sforza of Milan, the Farnese of Parma and Piacenza, or the Este of Ferrara. These minor lords, too, remodeled, reconstructed, and built churches, convents, monasteries, religious foundations, and new palaces. Around 1479–80, for example, Gianludovico Pallavicino, marchese of Cortemaggiore, commissioned Maffeo Caretto da Como, an engineer and architect, and Ghiberto Manzi da Piacenza, an architect, to rebuild the Castello, “secondo un concetto innovato.”45 Left incomplete at his death in 1481, his son Rolando II, who owned a copy of Alberti’s treatise on architecture, completed the project and also built the Palazzo Pallavicini.46 Moreover, Rolando built the church of SS. Annunziata, which was consecrated in 1499, and there established the Cappella Pallavicino, the family funerary chapel.47 When Gianludovico II Pallavicino (d. 1527) was buried in the chapel, his daughter Virginia Pallavicina was credited with completing her father’s tomb and with commissioning the artist Giovanni Antonio Pordenone to decorate it.48 Nicolo dell’ Abate, too, worked for Gerolamo Pallavicino at Busseto before he was commissioned by Silvia Sanvitale-Boiardo (Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale’s daughter) and her husband Giulio Boiardo to paint their newly renovated apartments at Scandiano in the 1540s. Indeed, the Pallavicini employed many well-known artists to decorate their homes and funerary chapels, and for other commissions as well. Michelangelo Anselmi, Alessandro Araldi, Girolamo Mazzola Bedoli, Bernardino and Vincenzo Campi, Parmigianino, Francesco Zaganelli, Bernardo Zenale, as well as Pordenone and Nicolo dell’ Abate are all documented as having worked for one member of the family or another at one time or another. So it is not surprising to find that the women of the Pallavicini clan followed in the same tradition, commissioning works of art and architecture for their own purposes, just as many of them were equally involved with court culture, politics, and religious issues of the day.




A Few Words about the Sources

The ideas presented in this book developed out of an extensive study of original documents, which are themselves products of sixteenth-century Italian history:49 inventories of women’s possessions found in their homes, marriage contracts, wills, letters, notary records, contracts with artists and workers, and other legal documents associated with legal disputes. All of these documents show women as participants in the financial world, women who could and did manage their own economic affairs. It is my purpose here to outline just how the documents in this study were used as well as their significance to the study of women as patrons of art and architecture.

Inventories provide an indirect way to examine women’s relationships with the market for luxury goods and decorative objects, and to explore how women may have used domestic spaces. Frequently, inventories resulted from inheritance disputes. Most inventories of women’s homes were not merely lists, rather they described everything: what was in the rooms, how the rooms were connected to each other, to whom they belonged, and how they were used, and as such are particularly useful in defining women’s spaces. Other inventories, like those attached to marriage contracts or to other legal documents, were simply lists of women’s possessions at a particular time in their lives, and these lists usually included the value of each item as well.

Inventories and wills cast new light on female ownership of property and the use of domestic space.50 Wills listed precious objects that women wished to bequeath to relatives, faithful servants, and close friends; women tended to distribute possessions to female relatives rather than to males. In both wills and codicils, women specified who would inherit their movables (mobilia – furniture, clothing, and other domestic goods), and these objects were left almost exclusively to women. Wills support the view that wealthy, married women frequently owned significant amounts of property outright, even before they became widows. They also indicate the sort of wealth a woman could control and highlight the variety of personal relationships that resulted in bequests. Furthermore, wills confirm that the type and amount of women’s wealth covered a broad spectrum, but that regardless of the amount of money or type of goods, a woman’s possessions endowed her with some degree of social power. Codicils often predated wills and were usually, but not always, appended to the documents by the notaries. Codicils allowed women to make important bequests just in case they died without making their wishes known, and they offered another means by which a woman could exert power, especially over male relatives or other figures of authority. Widows, especially, could wield power through their wills and codicils (and testamentary intentions) to make themselves a formidable political or social force.

Wills and contracts furnish information about a woman’s income (from investments, dowries, bequests), expenditures (on art, domestic movable goods, jewelry, and interests on loans, among other things), and other property related activities, as do documents associated with loans and pawns. Women often used gems and fabrics as collateral for cash, and so these records also tell us what women owned and how they spent their money. Furthermore, contracts with artisans and craftsmen, and related documents, outline in detail what women required in terms of commissioning art and architecture; they provide evidence that women were, indeed, actively involved in a variety of projects from building homes or churches to ordering frescoes or sculptural decorations for their homes or chapels. Most of the legal papers are preserved in the protocols of the notaries who wrote up the documents, others are found in family archives, such as the Archivio Famiglia Pallavicini or the Archivio Famiglia Sanvitale, both housed in the Archivio di Stato in Parma, and the Archivio Pallavicini housed in the Biblioteca in Busseto.

Notarial documents demonstrate women’s aggressive protection and assertion of their rights to family money and goods. Many women were active financial agents who negotiated leases and challenged debts. We learn about women’s agency through the study of such documents, and find that various patterns emerge. Perhaps most striking is the wealthy widow, who was autonomous financially and often free from the control of her father or guardian after her husband’s death.

Women’s letters to friends and relatives, public officials and religious leaders are the richest sources for understanding how these women operated. They are used here to fill in gaps in the sources and to answer questions raised by the missing documents. Letters are personal papers, and as such, provide us with a more intimate view of what women did and what they wanted to purchase or give away. Chronicles from the period enhance our vision of these women as well; however, such written records are often biased written with a particular purpose or person in mind and must be used with caution. Documents are not purely factual rather they are constructions.51 Yet we can distinguish in the letters women’s individual voices, whereas the chronicles, notarial records, and many other documents reflect a male voice, and, therefore, issues of gender must be considered as well when reading and analyzing original sources like those used in this study.
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Chapter One

The Women: The Cast of Characters


 

 


Three women – Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale (ca. 1495–1576), her cousin, Giacoma Pallavicina (ca. 1509–1575), both from Zibello, and Camilla Pallavicina (ca. 1515–1561) of Busseto – form the basis of this study on woman patrons of the arts from the feudal courts around Parma and Piacenza.1 Laura, Giacoma, and Camilla will serve as models for the different ways in which women used their public and private voices as a means of negotiating power through their patronage of art and architecture. Their public voice (architecture) spoke of family dynasty, power, and social status, whereas their private voice (the domestic interior) spoke more personally of their own wealth, status, and piety, exercising their choices in the context of a wide range of dynastic and social issues.2 Interconnected through marriage alliances and kinship ties, these three women, and those connected to them, had considerable power and control over their family feudal holdings, their dowry funds, and their own personal wealth. It is how each woman managed this power and wealth that separated one from the other.

Although marginalized today, Laura, Giacoma, and Camilla were well known and respected in their own day. Highly educated and intelligent women, they could read and write, and were familiar with the popular literary and poetic writings dating from antiquity to their own day. They corresponded with other women throughout Italy and with political, religious, and literary figures as well as receiving literary tributes from such individuals as Ludovico Domenichi, Bernardo Tasso, Pietro Aretino, and Annibale Caro.3

Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale, as the head of her family, was clearly a leader in her own right operating just as a man, a patriarch4 would. In fact, she could be considered the matriarch over all of the women in this study since the others all connect back to her in one way or another as shall become evident. Her cousin, Giacoma Pallavicina, on the other hand, chose a more pious path creating her own model. Likely a lay sister, Giacoma chose to support financially and morally her female kin, orphans, and the poor.

Both women were brought up at Zibello and had to deal with male relatives over feudal disputes. Yet the two women were total opposites in every aspect of their lives. Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale, taking over her brother Gianfrancesco’s role as head of the family, approached life with every intention of maintaining all the family’s feudal holdings for her future sons and their sons. Whether it concerned Zibello and Roccabianca or the marriage negotiations for her son Alfonso, she never hesitated to write to Pope Paul III manipulating power and influence through her friendship with him.5 While Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale came to the aid of her female relatives only because they were involved with feudal disputes (Barbara Pallavicina-Rangona) or controversial issues, such as convent reform (Susanna Sanvitale), her primary motivation in life was the continuation of the “ramo Sanvitale” and the Pallavicini of Zibello and Roccabianca, thus she was concerned with both her marital and natal families. Laura even used her patronage of the arts to this end.

One of at least eight children most of whom were illegitimate, Giacoma Pallavicina6 turned away from the feudal disputes of Zibello and Roccabianca that involved her father, Bernardino and dedicated her life to the care of young, unmarried women, especially those who descended from her father, of orphans, and of the poor. She paid off the debts of others, opened her home to children, and generally used her patronage of the arts to benefit others. Initially a follower of Ignatius of Loyola, Giacoma founded the Compagnia delle Donne Spirituale, and she provided young women with dowries and a place to live. Her Compagnia was later affiliated with the church of Sta. Maria della Steccata in Parma.

Both women’s wealth was derived primarily from their land holdings, and Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale’s were far more extensive than Giacoma Pallavicina’s. Laura kept most of the income for herself and her family, buying several houses and renovating them in a manner that clearly spoke of her social position. Giacoma, on the other hand, used her income to support the Compagnia and to assist the poor. She renovated houses that were located on her land rather than family palazzi. The contrast between these two women and their methods of negotiating power are a consistent thread running throughout the chapters that follow.

The third and youngest of the three, Camilla Pallavicina, was widowed, remarried, and was widowed again. Camilla’s situation is unique in comparison to the other two women. It was not her choice to marry or to remarry, rather it was due to the feudal holdings she inherited from her father that caused her male relatives to arrange both marriages in order to keep Cortemaggiore and Busseto within the control of this branch of the Pallavicini family. It was more advantageous for a woman to remain a widow, especially in the northern courts of Italy where they enjoyed greater freedom of action and could control substantial properties in their own names or that of their minor children.7 And this was, of course, the reason that Camilla Pallavicina’s male relatives arranged these marriages, so she would not gain control of the lands she inherited from her father. Yet Camilla managed to maintain a certain independence, perhaps because she was such a valuable prize. Her concerns were not so much for the family patrimony as for the welfare of her two daughters. The inventories of her material goods show Camilla to have been refined and knowledgeable of current artistic trends.

Issues of inheritance and women’s wealth are primary concerns here as we consider women’s roles as patrons of art and architecture and as decorators of the domestic interior – after all they had to have the money to pay for what they commissioned and purchased. In her study on gender, ownership, and domestic space, Alison Smith8 points out that wealthy elite women in Italy were becoming wealthier in their own right in the sixteenth century not only because the value of their dowries was escalating, but because they were also being increasingly named in the wills of their uncles, aunts, brothers, and cousins from their natal family, rather than naming collateral cognatic male relatives heirs. Furthermore, this practice supported the broader tendency to consolidate strong aristocratic lineages. In the absence of a direct male heir, married women were more likely to keep their property within their natal family, given their strong ties of affection and loyalty to the natal kin.9 This is certainly the case with Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale, Giacoma Pallavicina, and Camilla Pallavicina, and likely for many of the other women in this study as well.

This apparent shift in patrimonial practices allowed women greater discretionary power over ever larger amounts of family property; and this link between women’s access to wealth and the changing affective ties among family members was played out, in part, in the material world of their households. Furthermore, the wills of a number of these women support the view that wealthy married women frequently owned significant amounts of property outriht even before they became widows, and that they retained it once widowed.10 Even women with small amounts of property, who saw fit to write wills, owned household goods and other property. All these women tended to distribute them to other female relatives in their wills. As we shall see, wealthy aristocratic women used their access to wealth and ownership of goods and property not only to influence their kin and communities, but also to celebrate themes that were of concern to them, such as motherhood, close female bonds, and the like. They often featured their own patriline (that of their father) in place of, or in addition to, their husbands and sons. Women’s wills, then, provide us with evidence that wealthy women (like those in this study) controlled a significant amount of property in the form of material goods, real estate, loans, and other investments. Moreover, in the disposition of her property, a widow enjoyed considerable independence of action within the patrilineal constraints of her family, often naming only other women as beneficiaries, as in the case of Giacoma Pallavicina and Camilla Pallavicina.

Focusing on this group of women will illustrate the different methods women used to negotiate power whether it be through economic negotiations such as managing property or purchasing material goods or marriage negotiations for their kin or the manipulation of their social roles and social spaces through the commissioning of art and architecture. They negotiated with artists, craftsmen and builders to make their public and private voices heard. As a foundation for the chapters that follow, a series of biographies will show how each of these women’s lives varied and how this impacted what they did or did not do. The biographies include a discussion of the personal circumstance of each woman, her marital condition, her geographical positioning, and the type of patronage practiced by each. The chapter concludes with a brief summary of the similarities and differences among these women and the types of patronage they practiced.


Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale and her Legacy

Perhaps the most formidable and most powerful of all the women11 in this study was Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale (ca. 1495–1576), the daughter of Federico Pallavicino, marchese of Zibello and Clarice Malaspina of Fosdinovo. Laura’s father died in 1502, leaving Malaspina in control of his territory and his four children: Gianfrancesco (d. 1514), Ippolita, Giacoma Laura, and Argentina (1502–50).12 In 1511 at the age of sixteen, Pallavicina-Sanvitale married Gianfrancesco Sanvitale (d. 1519), count of Fontanellato and elder brother of Giangaleazzo (1496–1550), who married Paola Gonzaga (1504–1570s) in 1516.13 Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale was a prolific letter writer, corresponding regularly with Pope Paul III, Cardinal Alessandro Farnese, Duke Ottavio Farnese, and Ferrante Gonzaga, as well as with numerous other political and religious figures of the day.14 She wrote to them concerning both personal and political issues. For example, her letters to Pope Paul III sometimes related to family events like the birth of her first grandchild in 1540 or to seek his advice and support over a variety of issues, and he apparently listened to her when dealing with politics in Parma.15 Pallavicina-Sanvitale wrote to her son-in-law Giulio Boiardo, to her son Alfonso, and to other individuals on various occasions. Her own cousin, Giacoma Pallavicina sought her aid on at least one occasion. An ardent supporter of the Jesuits from their arrival in Parma in 1539, Giacoma was distressed in September 1540 to find that their leader Peter Faber was about to leave for Spain. Knowing that her cousin was “one of the noblest ladies in the city and a kinswoman of the pope,” Giacoma asked Laura to write to Cardinal Sta. Fiora on her behalf hoping that Laura’s power and influence would prevent Faber’s departure.16 As well, literary figures such as Annibale Caro corresponded with Laura.17 In addition to her involvement in the causes of her female relatives, Pallavicina-Sanvitale also had close ties with other women. Their respect is evident, as when Cassandra Cornazzano appointed her as executor of her estates.18 More importantly, Pallavicina-Sanvitale clearly had a close working relationship with her friend and lawyer Francesco Cusano (d. 1550), who was involved not only with arranging her son’s marriage, but also with almost all of the various feudal disputes and in her political activities.19 Yet the governor of Parma, Gian Angelo de’ Medici of Milan and others referred to her as “una donna terribile” in relation to his dealings with her in 1537 over the Zibello-Roccabianca dispute20 and over her political involvement as head of the Ghibellines.

Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale took an active role in the dispute over the inheritance rights of Zibello and Roccabianca, and she took on the cause of her cousin Barbara Pallavicina-Rangona and her four children21 primarily because like a man Pallavicina-Sanvitale wanted to maintain the family holdings for future generations. At issue was Barbara’s right to inherit Roccabianca, which her grandfather, Gianfrancesco had specified could only pass along male lines. Because her father, Rolando (d. 1529) had no male heirs, he appealed to Clement VII in 1525 to modify the terms of the will so that Barbara could hold her father’s estate in trust for her future sons. In 1526, the pope issued a brief confirming that Barbara could inherit her father’s feudal holdings.22 Unfortunately, this did not resolve the inheritance disputes, and when other avenues failed, Laura turned once again to Pope Paul III, her friend and confidant.23 After Barbara died in 1539, Laura was given custody of her children. Subsequent documents stress Laura’s concerns for the welfare of Barbara’s two sons, Gian Giulio (d. 1583) and Pallavicino (d. 1570) Rangone, the signori of Roccabianca and Zibello.24 Because of her testimony before Gian Angelo de’ Medici concerning the on-going litigation over the feudal rights to Zibello and Roccabianca and her political activities of the same period, we know that Pallavicina-Sanvitale was about forty years old in 1537, living in a house in Parma near S. Giovanni Evangelism, and had 10,000 gold scudi (“diecimila scudi d’oro”).25 As we shall see, this dispute, and the related allegations and continued controversy, haunted Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale throughout her life and may ultimately have been the reason for her move to Reggio Emilia in 1556.

At the time that she was involved with the feudal disputes and politics, other issues occupied Pallavicina-Sanvitale’s attention as well. In his will of 1519, Gianfrancesco Sanvitale gave his wife dominion over their two sons, Ercole (1516–1530) and Alfonso (1518–1560) and over his feudal holdings.26 He made no mention of either of his two daughters, Silvia (ca. 1517–1584) or Veronica (b. ca. 1515), perhaps because they were so young, and it was expected that their mother would care for them. It was customary as well to give the first-born daughter to the church, and Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale placed Veronica in the family sponsored monastery of S. Quintino in Parma in 1530.27 In May 1519 Gianfrancesco died in battle leaving his wife and two minor sons as heirs to his feudal holdings at Fontanellato, a claim that was challenged by his brother, Giangaleazzo Sanvitale.28 It was during this period that Pallavicina-Sanvitale had her first encounter with Pier Luigi Famese, then gonfaloniere and capitano generale for the Holy Church, who also became involved in this dispute.29 The ensuing litigation between Giangaleazzo Sanvitale and Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale over the rights to Fontanellato continued well into the 1530s. When Laura Pallavicina-Sanvitale’s son, Ercole died a suspicious death in 1530, she accused the jealous Giangaleazzo Sanvitale of poisoning her son and sent Alfonso into safekeeping with her maternal relatives at Fosdinovo, while she moved to Parma.30

During the late 1520s and 1530s Pallavicina-Sanvitale began a letter writing campaign in support of her sister-in-law Susanna Sanvitale’s (1484–1540s) concerns for convent reform and clausura issues. Considered a letterata, Susanna Sanvitale became abbess of San Quintino in 1505. Not only did Pallavicina-Sanvitale write to her friend Cardinal Alessandro Farnese (before and after he became Pope Paul III) enlisting his aid, but also to her brother-in-law, Gianlodovico Sanvitale, Protonotario Apostolico. Moreover, Pallavicina-Sanvitale received permission to reside at San Quintino for extended periods, in part for spiritual renewal and in part to lend her support to Susanna.31 Numerous documents provide evidence of Pallavicina-Sanvitale’s financial dealings with the convent and her contributions for building renovations as well.32
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