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Introduction


 

 


If we grant that men deserve praise whenever they perform great deeds with the strength bestowed upon them, how much more should women be extolled—almost all of whom are endowed by nature with soft, frail bodies and sluggish minds— when they take on a manly spirit, show remarkable intelligence and bravery, and dare to execute deeds that would be extremely difficult even for men?1

With these sentiments Giovanni Boccaccio embarks on Famous Women (De mulieribus claris, ca. 1360), stating that his text remedies a neglect by being the first biographical compilation comprising only famous women.2 The substance of this excerpt is incorporated into the fabric of Boccaccio’s biographies and underlies the twentieth-century critical focus on what has been considered the contradictory messages conveyed by the author. Stephen Kolsky, in a series of studies constituting the first and only monograph devoted to Famous Women, writes “The text sends out ambiguous messages about female behavior … [Famous Women] deals in fractured, incomplete discourses that declare the impossibility of producing a coherent picture of woman.”3 I suggest that, far from being a text conflicted in its assessment of the nature of woman and her role in society, Famous Women presents a consistent delineation of the parameters of acceptable female authority with the goal of providing a preemptive defense of a social framework implicitly challenged by legendary women who participated actively in public life. I argue that the biographies themselves are analogous to the tessarae that make up a mosaic; while each component contributes to the picture, an appreciation of the artist’s design requires that they be considered as elements of a larger scheme. The structure of exempla literature, to which Famous Women as a collection of discrete, self-contained entities conforms, can result in an impression of fragmented authorial purpose and mask the overriding and essentially unitary message to which each biography contributes. Viewed as a complex whole from the perspective of its broader sociocultural context, Famous Women offers a remarkably consistent, coherent and comprehensible treatise concerning the appropriate functioning of women in society.4

Renaissance ideas regarding the nature of woman were grounded both in scripture and in the writings of ancient physicians and philosophers. Foremost among the latter was Aristotle, whose theory of the processes through which human life is generated encompassed not only the creation of biological males and females, but also a defined and largely immutable constellation of behavioral and dispositional characteristics arising from the very substance of maleness and femaleness.5 According to Aristotle, nature, always striving for perfection, is optimally satisfied when semen succeeds in creating a male embryo; when, however, reproductive conditions are less favorable, a female is conceived. The relative heat and moisture that Aristotle believed determined the sex of a child, continued to distinguish the sexes after birth, establishing not only primary and secondary sexual characteristics but also temperament, ability, and social role. “The courage of a man is shown in commanding,” Aristotle concluded, “[and] of a woman in obeying.”6

Medieval scholastics accepted Aristotle’s view of the relative merits of the sexes as engendered by the interplay of humors and body temperature. Along with a general dulling of faculties characteristic of the incomplete and imperfect, women were largely regarded as having a constitutional proclivity towards weakness, passivity, and irrationality. Aquinas fashioned much of his commentary dealing with the nature of woman on Aristotle’s arguments, and although he softened the Philosopher’s observation that “the male rules over the female” with a palliative of mutual esteem and division of labor, the “beneficial subjugation” of a wife to her husband was considered as compulsory as that of children to their parents.7 He further noted that Eve’s creation from the body of Adam rendered her one step removed from the image of God; she was, in fact, made in the image of man and was therefore not only “of and for God” but “of and for man.”8 The social implications of Eve’s reliance on a male intermediary were, for Aquinas, not unlike those which emerged from Aristotle’s conclusions concerning the natural hierarchy of the sexes.

In Famous Women Boccaccio adheres to the notion that character traits are inherently male or female. That his book was received as a text which supported, rather than challenged, Aristotelian-based views of the nature of women, is apparent in a revisionist text written in 1405 by Christine de Pizan, an Italian author living in France. In The Book of the City of Ladies (Le livre de la cite des dames) Christine attempts to correct what she considers to be Boccaccio’s misinterpretations of female ability and motivations.9 To this end she addresses what she believes to be inaccurate preconceptions concerning innate differences in virtue and capacity between the sexes and attributes women’s inferior position in society to custom rather than nature.10 Frequently citing unabridged passages of historical narrative from Famous Women to buttress arguments which diverge markedly from those for which they were originally written, Christine vindicates women whose strengths Boccaccio has counterbalanced with vice and simply omits women characterized in Famous Women primarily by pride, greed, deceitfulness and sexual amorality.11

The durability of gender constructs based on principles of chemistry and physics withstood centuries of personal experience and the literary efforts of authors such as Christine, and continued to dominate social ideology during the Renaissance. The teleological vision that drove both Aristotle’s natural philosophy and the theology of medieval churchmen included notions of a systemized and necessary polarity between the sexes and the belief in a providentially ordained social order. Not surprisingly, those who wielded authority within this social order were deeply invested in its perpetuation.


The Text and its Critics

Although best known to modern readers for his collection of bawdy tales told by young aristocrats in the Decameron, Boccaccio wrote four Latin summae in the 1350s and 1360s that established his reputation for scholarship among humanist intellectuals throughout the Renaissance.12 He situated Famous Women within the tradition of exempla literature, writing in the preface that he continues the work initiated by ancient authors, and resumed in his own day by Francesco Petrarch, of immortalizing the names of individuals whose illustrious deeds have set them apart from the common run of mankind.13 Boccaccio follows a paradigm of employing narratives in the service of moral instruction, reasoning that “an account that praises deeds worthy of commemoration and sometimes heaps reproaches upon crimes will … drive the noble towards glory and to some degree restrain villains from their wicked acts” [FW 11].14

The sequencing of Boccaccio’s women is roughly chronological and his method for presenting information is essentially historical. While some lives appear to derive from a single source, in many instances several appear to have been consulted. The majority of these were Roman writers of the first century BCE to the fifth century CE, although the influence of Greek writers is also apparent.15 Following the Dedication and Preface, Famous Women opens with the life of Eve. Thirty-nine chapters follow which consider women drawn from ancient, largely Greco-Roman, mythology, and the subsequent sixty are devoted to women from ancient history (or legend), with a primary focus on ancient Rome. The final six biographies treat women living in the Christian Middle Ages. While some of the classical writers he draws on dealt with their subjects in a laconic and largely dispassionate manner, Boccaccio frequently elaborates upon his narrative material with moral conclusions and declamatory asides. Although he assembled his biographies around accounts he considered to be reliable, he decided to “avoid the time-honored custom of dwelling only superficially on events” [FW 11] in order to construct lives that would work to further his goals for the text. The rather journalistic accounts by Valerius Maximus and Justin, two of his key sources, are therefore transformed into tales liberally embellished with imaginative particulars as well as moralizing signposts that serve to prepare the reader for homiletic conclusions.16 These conclusions often take the form of didactic sermons in which Boccaccio draws together and interprets the lessons to be learned from the life under consideration, sometimes ranging rather far afield from the apparent substance of his narrative.

Modern feminist commentators on Famous Women have been extremely critical of what they see as thinly disguised misogyny in Boccaccio’s treatment of even the most praiseworthy women. Constance Jordan asserts that, rather than adhering to a strategy of lauding the worthy and denouncing the wicked, Boccaccio effectively nullifies the commendable behavior he relates by his “pervasively critical” assessment of feminine nature.17 In considering the role of Famous Women in the corpus of humanist writings that address feminist issues, she considers that Boccaccio employs a “strategy of subversion” which not only provides women with “poor examples of virtue” but confronts them with a text in which “ambiguity … goes deeper than mere contradiction.”18 Pamela Benson also emphasizes the “contradictory notions of woman” in Famous Women, but attributes them to a conflict between authoritative ideas of female virtue and evidence provided by legendary/historical accounts of female behavior.19 She argues that he undermines his assumptions of female inferiority with accounts that seem to challenge their validity, and she therein discerns a “persuasive and sensitive profeminist voice.”20 This voice, however, does not advocate for social change.

While ambiguities and contradictions frequently arise in Famous Women— beginning, as it turns out, with the first sentence of the Dedication, in which Boccaccio claims to have written a book “in praise of women” [FW 3]—I would argue that his fundamental stance regarding the nature and role of women proceeds from a consistent and deeply held point of view that accommodates the varying circumstances in which men and women find themselves. The subtext for criticism that highlights Boccaccio’s failure to advocate for the correction of an inequitably gendered social order is the assumption that a text recounting the accomplishments of women ought to promote the redress of restrictions placed on women as a result of assumptions disparaging their worth. I suggest that this present day perspective creates a number of issues which render interpretation of Famous Women far murkier now than it did for Boccaccio’s Renaissance readers, and has raised obstacles to a comprehension of Boccaccio’s goals and his understanding of the phenomenon of female achievement. Praising women for nontraditional achievements while stopping short of championing their ‘liberation’ through political reform does not necessarily indicate incongruity in the conceptualization of female nature. Boccaccio candidly and repeatedly asserts the belief that women possess limited capacity for the sort of higher achievements that make great men great, and it is not to be expected that he would advocate for deconstructing a well-functioning, divinely instituted social system merely to accommodate the occasional happy freak of nature.

Using critical methodology that includes close reading of Famous Women and comparison of the text with the author’s sources, I develop the argument that Boccaccio’s judgments of women, both favorable and unfavorable, draw the teeth from the challenge posed by unconventional women by co-opting their stories into the service of contemporary Italian standards and mores. I support this reading by delineating the criterion Boccaccio employs in his assessment of the virtue of powerful women, which boils down to whether or not they obtain their power through what he considers to be legitimate means: power assumed as a matter of duty is legitimate, while that acquired through the pursuit of personal ambition is not. This standard derives from conventional models of female duty, and I contend that the moral framework for Boccaccio’s evaluation of female behavior provides a foundation for defining the conditions under which it is suitable for a female to wield power within a patriarchal society.

Kolsky reviews the intellectual and social contingencies pressing on Boccaccio at the time he wrote his Latin works and considers Boccaccio’s decision to retire to a secluded life in Certaldo to be a protest against the moral laxity with which the new Florentine ruling elite corrupted the commune. He observes, “the emphasis of the De mulieribus’ discourse is on traditional values, a return to moral integrity, both sexual and political, accounting for the novel emphasis on the wife as upholder of such values.”21 This argument recognizes that Boccaccio’s praise of the perfect wife and concern over proper gendered behavior represents a galvanizing of values in response to the depravity of contemporary “disonesti uomini” and the elevation to power of these homines novi. I see in Boccaccio’s invocation of traditional ideals of feminine conduct a proactive response to what he as a proto-humanist identified as a threat to a social order already made vulnerable by male decadence—classical accounts of politically powerful women.22 Kolsky also recognizes that Boccaccio “truncates any possibility of the stories being taken as literal transcription of possible female behaviour in the present … [as] a way of dealing with the danger female power poses to male readers,” but concludes that “the De mulieribus was not conceived as a political work, in the sense that women were not seen as potential actors on the public stage.”23 In drawing this conclusion, I believe Kolsky overlooks the lengths to which the author went to discredit women who conceived and pursued political ambitions. While Boccaccio no doubt recognized the low probability of a race of warlike amazons arising fully armed from the palazzi of Trecento Florence, his discourse throughout Famous Women pointedly acknowledges a shifting in the moral structure of contemporary society resulting in the degeneration of both masculine and feminine gender roles.

In order to promote traditional notions of sex-specific virtue and thereby work to sustain the social order which was believed to have derived ‘naturally’ from thence, Boccaccio had to appeal to the power base of that order: men. As a source for his views on women, Boccaccio’s vernacular fiction is complicated by the many voices he employs; however, in Famous Women, he appears to speak for himself, and while often addressing men directly, never communicates directly to women.24 While his biographies prescribe the conditions under which women can acceptably exercise authority, the prerogative to grant or withhold this power rested with men. In the Preface Boccaccio states that “the accomplishments of these ladies will please women no less than men [my emphasis],” [FW 11, 13] and it is to a predominantly male readership that Boccaccio addresses himself. Famous Women is not a ‘woman’s’ text; although it does not follow the stylized pattern of response and defense that characterized the querelle des femmes, like most discourse in the Renaissance debate about women, it was written primarily for the edification of men.25




Lauds and Libraries

The burgeoning of interest in classical arts and letters known as humanism, of which Boccaccio and Petrarch were early proponents, brought to the Italian intelligentsia the awareness of an ancient cultural heritage which was fervently admired and, in many respects, consciously emulated. In addition to finding in Famous Women a convenient reference for information gleaned from a wealth of original sources, Renaissance patrons and artists would have identified with the Weltanschauung of a Christian writer who turned to the pagan past for guidance on questions of virtue. Manuscripts, incunabula, library inventories and humanist eulogies that have survived the centuries during which Boccaccio’s Latin works were eclipsed by his vernacular novelle attest to the popularity and authority that his biographies enjoyed in the Renaissance. Within a few years following his death in 1375, Boccaccio’s biography began to appear in compilations of the lives of illustrious men. Renaissance humanists remembered Boccaccio primarily as an historian and scholar; in his work on the origins of Florence and her famous citizens, Filippo Villani writes that Boccaccio composed his book of “clarissimis mulieribus” with so much eloquence and elegance that he surpassed the most excellent writers of antiquity.26 Domenico Bandini d’Arezzo (d. 1415) wrote a biography of Boccaccio in which his Latin works were listed to the exclusion of his vernacular fiction.27 Among other authors known to have cited Famous Women were Vespasiano da Bisticci in his 1481 work on the history of Florence and her famous citizens; Giannozzo Manetti in his 1436 encomium De vita et moribus trium illustrium poetarum florentinorum, dedicated to Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio; Sicco Polenton in a 1430 manuscript dedicated to authors writing in the Latin tongue; and Giovan Marco Cinico, a Neapolitan court historian writing in the mid-fifteenth century.28

Christian Bec’s study of the libraries of fifteenth- to seventeenth-century Florentines reveals that, after Dante, Boccaccio was the author most widely represented in the first half of the Quattrocento.29 Although Famous Women was written in Latin for an exceptionally learned readership, by the early years of the fifteenth century it had been translated into both Italian and French, which assisted its rapid diffusion throughout Europe and outside of strictly erudite circles.30 Two Italian translations were undertaken in the mid-Quattrocento, one by Donato Albanzani da Casentino, a friend and admirer of Boccaccio’s who was a schoolmaster in Venice, and a second by the Augustinian monk Antonio da S. Elpido.31 Both in Latin and in its many vernacular translations, Famous Women was collected for the personal libraries of a broad and diverse readership which included not scholars but also merchants, bankers and royalty.

The extreme popularity of Famous Women in both the republics and principalities of Renaissance Italy is attested to in Vittore Branca’s listing of one hundred five extant Latin codices (sixteen Trecento and eighty-nine Quattrocento), and his evidence for thirty-three that have been lost.32 The libraries of dynastic rulers known to have at least one copy of Famous Women include those of King Alfonso of Naples, the Visconti and Sforza of Milan, and the Este of Ferrara.33 Among the Florentine owners of fifteenth-century manuscripts was Niccolo Niccoli, the renowned humanist and bibliophile, who built a public library “for the honor of Messer Giovanni” to house the books left by Boccaccio to the monastery of Santo Spirito in Florence. Famous Women was included in this library and made “available for all.”34 Coluccio Salutati, a Florentine chancellor and scholar, owned a copy on parchment in which several marginal notes seem to have been added by Salutati himself.35 Yet another extant manuscript is known to have been executed for Palla Strozzi, one of the wealthiest men in Florence and a distinguished humanist and influential statesman.36

In 1473 in Ulm, Johann Zainer produced the first printed edition of Famous Women; this was followed, over the next fifty years, by several other editions printed in Latin as well as in vernacular languages all over Europe.37 Printed copies often contained an augmentation hitherto only enjoyed by wealthy French patrons: illustrations that sought to capture the meaning of the story being presented.38 In Zainer’s edition each woman’s biography was accompanied by an individualized woodblock print illustrating a key aspect of her life. It will be shown that the choice of episodes depicted in these prints, as well as the manner of their depiction, became important visual mediators of interpretation for Renaissance readers of Famous Women in the last quarter of the fifteenth century.

The popularity of Famous Women among the ruling classes of fifteenth-century Europe suggests that it was not regarded by Renaissance readers as harboring the seeds of feminist sentiment that might threaten to destabilize patriarchal society. Neither, surely, would so popular a text have been seen as having “no overarching framework … requiring the interpretation of textual markers that are hard to read, difficult to find, and often contradictory.”39 While any artistic production may lend itself to a variety of interpretive impressions, there is little about Famous Women, either the text itself or its reception among those for whom it was written, to suggest that it would have been experienced as ambiguous or contradictory. This conclusion is further bolstered by the uses to which the text was put in the formulation of visual programs by patrons and artists of the Renaissance to whom it evidently spoke quite intelligibly a century and more after its composition.




The Art of Virtue

Paradigms that now guide much productive work in late medieval and Renaissance studies recognize a dynamic process in which the products of a culture both inform and are informed by that culture.40 The Western tradition of invoking figures from the glorious past to inform and guide the current generation is at least as old as Homer, and in Renaissance Italy countless visual and literary images of famous men and women were created for the purpose of inculcating prevailing standards of virtue.41 A culture’s heroes represent the embodiment of its collective values, and the ability of those heroes to shape the characters of a community depends upon individual recognition of virtues identified as both desirable and imitable. In 1 libri della famiglia Leon Battista Alberti articulates the Florentine engagement with famous exemplars:

One should, in every discussion, praise good men … The ancients, at their rituals and feasts, used to rehearse in song the praises of their greatest men, those in whom extraordinary excellence had been manifested and had been wonderfully serviceable to many people … this was done … to incite others to zeal for heroism and to a desire for similar praise and glory. What a prudent and useful custom! What a good example!42

In the republics of Renaissance Italy, character traits esteemed and cultivated by members of the ruling class were seen as requisite not only for individual and familial prosperity, but also for the healthy functioning of the state. Thus, the humanist quest to mine the literature of antiquity for tales of illustrious individuals whose deeds would provide moral guidance for contemporary life led to paintings created largely for the purpose of teaching and reinforcing the values deemed necessary for shaping model citizens.

In the second half of the Quattrocento, representations of female worthies from classical lore began to appear on furnishings and in wall paintings as well as on tapestries, porcelain and in prints. The women portrayed in these images were very often noted for possessing such virtues as patriotic heroism, the capacity for shrewd leadership, and even military prowess. Despite the popularity of classical subjects at this time, the presence of these highly unorthodox females in the visual arts of the Renaissance remains enigmatic and even paradoxical given that they were created in an age when women were defined in terms of their roles as wives and mothers. The stories of heroic women as passed down from antiquity did not convey moral and social models that fourteenth and fifteenth-century Italian society could have comfortably assimilated. While defining the relationship between literature and the visual arts can be challenging, the identification of literary precursors to visual imagery provides an important lens for examining social values. Written and visual exemplum portraits, as mediators of gender-based social behavior, are ideal subjects for cross-disciplinary study.43 It will be seen that Boccaccio’s interpretation of ancient legends in terms of contemporary values produced moral narratives that were well-suited to the instructional requirements of contemporary works of domestic art. It will further be seen that much of the Renaissance art depicting the heroines about whom Boccacio wrote bear recognizable signs of the influence of Famous Women upon their conceptualization and execution. It appears probable that, without Boccaccio’s mediation between classical sources and contemporary requirements, the very appearance of some of these women in Renaissance art would have been problematic.

In works decorating the walls of public structures, the objective served by images of virtuous worthies (often complete with eulogizing inscriptions) was pointedly exemplary, exhorting the male leadership to be guided by luminary models of old.44 Similarly, as the classroom from which moral instruction originated, patrician homes provided an important setting for portrayals of figures whose legends lent themselves to moral interpretation. Unfortunately, here, where the edification of the entire family was at issue and the pictures typically lacked the moralizing tituli of their public counterparts, the nature of the intended relationship between image and viewer is often less apparent to the modern eye.

The patrician class which read and valued exempla literature also commissioned works of visual art that promoted virtues considered essential to the functioning of Renaissance societies. Within the visual arts, the humanist impulse to cultivate the ideals of antiquity through making the lives of virtuous individuals available for emulation was manifested both in full-body portraits of heroes and in narratives which featured their exploits. Uomini famosi (famous men) cycles were life-size, portrait-like depictions of historical and contemporary luminaries painted on the walls of both public and private edifices. This practice paralleled the didactic and moralistic approach to historical biography developed by classical authors and Boccaccio in Famous Women.45

Virtues which result in an individual’s being, in Alberti’s words, “wonderfully serviceable to many people” appear to have been preponderant among those celebrated in uomini famosi portraits. While it is not possible to estimate how many homes were decorated with these edifying paintings, it is certain that of their public counterparts only a fraction of those executed still exist today.46 Among the survivors are images of six men depicted in the antechapel of the Palazzo Pubblico, or town hall, in Siena, who are characteristic of the heroes adopted by fifteenth-century Italian communes. This series was painted by Taddeo di Bartolo in 1414, and the figures, selected by Sienese humanists, depict Scipio Africanus, Scipio Nasica, Curius Dentatus, Furius Camillus, Cato and Cicero. That the function of this cycle was to demonstrate ideals of civic virtue is made apparent in the written admonition that accompanies these warriors and statesmen of Republican Rome, urging the regents of Siena, if they desired to establish a republic which would endure for “thousands and thousands” of years, to pattern themselves after these ancient luminaries.47 Portraits of Cicero, Furius Camillus, and Scipio Africanus also appeared in the town hall of Florence, where they joined three other men of antiquity remembered as defenders of liberty: Brutus, Publius Decius, and Mucius Scaevola.48 The importance of virtues related to civic pride and duty also permeates those cycles which, like that painted in the aula minor in Florence’s Palazzo Vecchio, included literary figures native to that community.49 In this uomini famosi cycle poets (including Boccaccio) were presented in the company of Roman statesmen, orators, and civic heroes, as well as historical leaders believed to have played a role in Florentine history.50

Images of virtuous paragons also adorned objects created to celebrate the most significant occasions in the lives of dynastically-minded patricians. A demand for luxury commodities which glorified not only the possessor’s affluence but his active participation in the prevailing aesthetic and intellectual climate inspired the decoration of domestic furnishings with illustrations of classical subjects. Among the objects commonly found in middle- and upper-class Tuscan homes were cassoni (marriage chests), deschi da panto (birth salvers), headboards, and wainscoting panels, which were embellished with colorful and action-packed narratives replete with the deeds of illustrious worthies.51

Although works from Boccaccio’s vernacular fiction have been identified as sources for many paintings created to embellish domestic furnishings, rarely has Famous Women been posited as the authoritative source of imagery highlighting the heroism of legendary/historical women.52 However, because Famous Women is infused with an ideology on the nature of women which continued to be embraced throughout the Renaissance, it was a natural source of iconographical guidance on the depiction of figures known only through literary precedents. Heroines treated in Famous Women were represented in the fifteenth-century visual arts of both Tuscan communes and Northern Italian principalities, and as the literary source for these paintings, Boccaccio provided not only iconographical guidelines but also the authoritative justification and moral framework for employing heroines as exemplars of conventionally gendered virtue.

Cassoni were commissioned in pairs by the families of either the bride or the groom and, once in the bridal chamber, were either installed beside the bed itself or placed side by side against the wall where they were used for both storage and seating.53 Following the basic construction of the chest and the carving and gilding of the moldings, all of the panels were painted, and extant panels support Vasari’s description of subjects which were painted on the top, front, and ends of these chests as including “ … fables taken from Ovid and other poets, or rather stories told by the Greek and Latin historians.”54 The protagonists of these narratives are generally interpreted as having been chosen for their suitability as models for exemplary behavior; for example, Camillus liberating Rome from the Gauls and Horatius Cocles defending the bridge against the Etruscans were among those narratives whose popularity apparently derived from the patriotic fervor of its heroes.55

Deschi da parto were, according to Vasari “tondi on which one brings food to confined women,” and this use was illustrated in many fifteenth-century confinement scenes.56 Although their utilitarian function was associated with the feminine sphere of childbirth, evidence suggests that birth trays were intended for display in the household following their limited stint as serving objects, and frequently became valued family heirlooms.57 Several salvers yet bear the marks of having been hung on the wall, where they were viewed by family and guests alike. In addition to religious and confinement images, mythological and classical narratives were frequently chosen as birth tray decoration. As valuable objects seen by family and non-family members alike, deschi da parto, like cassoni, spoke to the taste and learning of their owners; Lorenzo de’ Medici’s birth tray, depicting Petrarch’s Triumph of Fame, was known to have hung in the room leading to his private study.58

Although Famous Women is a complex and intricate work, it is possible to sift out from its multifaceted vision of human history a coherent, comprehensible system of values which the author employs in a consistent manner. Far from denying the intricacies of Famous Women, I contend that the moral framework which sustains the text allows for the assimilation of a rich variety of lives and experiences while providing a cohesiveness of argument that accounts, with a marked degree of reliability, for differential evaluations of superficially similar behavior. In Chapter 1, I explore Boccaccio’s view of what constitutes a bad woman. This chapter addresses Boccaccio’s antiheroines—those women who craved fame and glory or who otherwise exerted a malign influence in the affairs of men and so undermined male interests. I examine Boccaccio’s assumption that certain flaws and weaknesses are inherent in being female, and also his vision of the disastrous consequences that often result when feminine proclivities are combined with qualities, such as ambition and intelligence, that are deemed admirable and desirable in men.

In Chapters 2 and 3 I consider Boccaccio’s heroines. These are women who, first and foremost, are sexually chaste and who, moreover, do whatever is necessary in support of the male who rightfully occupies the dominant role in her life, whether he is dead or alive. Boccaccio most admires those in whom this support is accomplished through the agency of the highest masculine virtues. Chapter 2 includes a review of legal and social practice in fifteenth-century Florence which I combine with a summary of Quattrocento literature addressing the nature and role of women to provide a context for examining the dialogue which obtained between depictions of classical heroines and the men and women who were interested in their lives. Finally, this chapter looks at the incorporation of Boccaccio’s heroines as positive exemplars in the domestic art of Republican Tuscany; I analyze the only extant fifteenth-century uomini famosi cycle in Tuscany to include famous women, as well as Sienese domestic furnishings portraying a popular classical heroine.

In Chapter 3 I discuss the dynastic courts of Northern Italy and the response accorded Famous Women in the intellectual circles associated with those courts. I then examine the only painted cycles of famous women known to have been created in the courts of Ferrara and Mantua, where Eleonora d’Aragona d’Este and her daughter Isabella d’Este Gonzaga represented a new development in the status of women.







_____________
	
1 Giovanni Boccaccio, Famous Women, ed. and trans. Virginia Brown (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 9. All Latin and English quotations from Famous Women are taken from Brown’s text and hereafter will be referenced in the form [FW]. See also Boccaccio, De mulieribus claris, ed. Vittorio Zaccaria, Tutte le opere, vol. 10 (Milan: Mondadori, 1965); and Concerning Famous Women, trans. and intro. Guido A. Guarino (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1964). Boccaccio wrote the bulk of De mulieribus claris in 1361 and 1362; he continued to alter the manuscript, however, until near the time of his death in 1375.

2 Unbeknownst to Boccaccio, Plutarch included the biographies of twenty-seven women in his Moralia of ca.120 CE; these biographies are collectively known as the Mulierum virtutes. See Plutarch, Moralia, trans. Frank Cole Babbit (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1962). For an analysis of Plutarch and his sources see Philip A. Stadter, Plutarch’s Historical Methods, An Analysis of the ‘Mulierum virtutes’(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965). For the development in antiquity and the Middle Ages of catalogs of famous women see Glenda McLeod, Virtue and Venom (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1991).

3 Stephen Kolsky, The Genealogy of Women: Studies in Boccaccio’s “De mulieribus claris” (New York: Peter Lang, 2003), 72 and 23.

4 Pamela Joseph Benson, The Invention of the Renaissance Woman (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992), 23, argues that the biographies should be read individually, and that views or rhetoric employed in one can be legitimately ignored if not repeated in another.

5 See, for example, Aristotle, Generation of Animals, 3.737a27–28 and Physiognomonics 5.809a30–1, 5.809b11–14. For Aristotelian, medieval, and Renaissance theories regarding gender and sexual differentiation see Joan Cadden, Meanings of Sex Difference in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); and Ian Maclean, The Renaissance Notion of Woman: A Study in the Fortunes of Scholasticism and Medical Science in European Intellectual Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980).

6 Politics I, xiii, 1260a22.

7 Politics, I, xiii, 1260a10; Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, I, q. 92.1; I, q. 96.3.

8 Aquinas, Summa, I, q. 93.4; see also Augustine, De Genesi ad letteram, XII.42, PL, xxxiv.452.

9 Christine de Pizan, The Book of the City of Ladies, trans. Earl Jeffrey Richards (New York: Persea, 1982); and Le livre de la cite des dames, intro. Eric Hicks and Therese Moreau (Paris: Stock, 1986).

10 For Christine de Pizan and Boccaccio see Kolsky, Genealogy, 7–15; Maureen Quilligan, The Allegory of Female Authority. Christine de Pizan’s Cite des Dames (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991); Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski, “Christine de Pizan and the Misogynistic Tradition,” Romanic Review 81 (1990): 279–92; and Patricia Phillippy, “Establishing Authority: Boccaccio’s De claris mulieribus and Christine de Pizan’s Le livre de la cité des dames,” Romanic Review 77, no.3 (1986): 167–93.

11 Laura Cereta also entered the querelle des femmes with essays that selectively employed (and omitted) exemplars from Famous Women in order to argue that woman’s capacity for virtue and intelligence is a gift of nature rather than an extraordinary exception to nature’s laws. Her Epistolae familiares, written in the 1480s, was known by a small circle of scholars in Brescia and Venice where she lived and wrote, but was not published until 1640. See Laura Cereta, Collected Letters of a Renaissance Feminist, trans. and ed. Diana Robin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997).

12 His other Latin works include De casibus virorum illustrium, a biographical compilation that warns, through example, of the consequences of princely corruption, Genealogia deorum gentilium libri, an encyclopedic chronicle of the gods and heroes of classical mythology; and De montibus, lacubus, fluminibus, stagnis et paludibus et de nominibus marls, a compendium of mountains, rivers and other geographical features.

13 See Francesco Petrarch, De viris illustribus, ed. Guido Martellotti (Florence: Sansoni, 1964). This was not the first time Boccaccio promoted his work by establishing connections between his writing and that of great literary figures and established genres: in her work on his Filocolo Victoria Kirkham notes that he “modestly asserts his membership in the most elite family of letters.” She points out that in his Latin works, however, “in order to respect the dictates of tradition … he presents himself most openly and straightforwardly.” See Victoria Kirkham, Fabulous Vernacular: Boccaccio’s “Filocolo” and the Art of Medieval Fiction (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001), 2–3 and 101–102.

14 The viri illustri (famous men) genre is perhaps most familiar to modern readers through Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans written in the late first century. Blending factual detail and character assessment to leave posterity more than an objective historical record, Plutarch observed that “the virtues of the great men serve me as a sort of looking-glass, in which I may see how to adjust and adorn my own life” and speculated on the motives of his heroes and interpreted the outcomes of their actions in terms of their moral significance. See Plutarch, The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans, trans. John Dryden and revised Arthur Hugh Clough (New York: Modern Library, 1992), 346. Cicero wrote two works in which he recorded the achievements of Greek and Roman orators with the avowed purpose of making their lives available for emulation, while Cornelius Nepos expanded the practice of compiling lives of illustrious men with the object of subjecting their deeds to moral scrutiny. See Cicero, Brutus, trans. George Lincoln Hendrickson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1942); and De oratore, trans. E.W. Sutton and Harris Rackham, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1967); and Cornelius Nepos, De viris illustribus, trans. and ed. Gareth Schemeling (Lawrence, KS: Coronado Press, 1971). For the exempla tradition, see Christiane Joost-Gaugier, “De viris illustribus tradition in “Poggio and the Visual Tradition: Uomini Famosi in Classical Literary Description,” Artibus et Historiae 6 (1985): 57–74; and “The Early Beginnings of the Notion of Uomini Famosi and the De Viris Illustribus in Greco-Roman Literary Tradition,” Artibus et Historiae 3 (1982): 97–115; J. Rufus Fears, “The Cult of Virtues and Roman Imperial Ideology,” Aufstieg und Niedergang der romischen Welt 11.17.2 (1981): 827–948; E. Eyben, “The Concrete Ideal in the Life of the Young Roman,” L’Antiquite Classique 41 (1972): 200–217; and A. Lumpe, “Exemplum,” Reallexikon fur Antike und Christentum (1966): 48. Kolsky, Genealogy, 69–71, considers the classification of Famous Women within the exempla genre as troublesome because the narratives are not “nested in a structuring, didactic discourse” and because, rather than clarifying an overarching theme, “the exemplarity of some of the figures is multiple and contradictory.” For the use of exempla in medieval sermons see Jacques Le Goff, “L’exemplum et la rhétorique de la prédication aux XIIIè et XIVè siècles,” in Retorica e poetica tra i secoli XII e XIV, Atti del secondo convegno internazionale di studi dell’Associazione per it Medioevo e l’Umanesimo Latini in onore e memoria di Ezio Franceschini, ed. Claudio Menestò and Enrico Leonardi (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1988), 3–29.

15 Brown lists the following sources: Augustine, Cicero, Eusebius, Hegesippus, Isidore, Josephus, Justinus, Lactantius, Livy, Lucan, Macrobius, Orosius, Ovid, Pliny the Elder, Pomponius Mela, the Scriptores Historiae Augustae, Servius, Solinus, Statius, Suetonius, Tacitus, Valerius Maximus, and Virgil. Kolsky, Genealogy, discusses Boccaccio’s sources; see esp. 59–69.

16 Valerius Maximus’s Factorum dictorumque memorabilium libri, written in the second century, provided a reservoir of paragons through his commemoration of both the best and worst of humanity. He organized his stories of famous men and women under headings which immediately identified the vice or virtue for which any given life was remembered; thus exemplars of self-confidence, majesty and patience were presented alongside the cruel, covetous and perfidious. See Valerius Maximus, Factorum dictorumque memorabilium libri, ed. J. Kapp, 3 vols. (London, 1823); also A View of the Religion, Laws, Customs, Manners and Dispositions of the Ancient Romans and Others, trans. Samuel Speed (London, 1678). Justin’s Epitoma historiarum philippicarum Pompei Trogi was a concise epitome of an eleven-volume first century world history; see Historiarum philippicarum et totius mundi originum, ed. Jacobi Bongarsii, 8 vols. (London, 1721); and Epitome of the Philippic History of Pompeius Trogus, trans. John C. Yardley, intro. R. Develin (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1994).

17 Constance Jordan, “Boccaccio’s In-Famous Women: Gender and Civic Virtue in the De mulieribus claris,” in Ambiguous Realities: Women in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, ed. Carole Levin and Jeanie Watson (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1987), 26. Margaret Tomalin, The Fortunes of the Warrior Heroine in Italian Literature (Ravenna: Longo Editore, 1982), 26, also criticizes Famous Women for the many discrepancies between the “evidence of the lives and the stereotyped comments on the nature of women.” For more readings of misogyny in Famous Women see Diana Robin, “Woman, Space, and Renaissance discourse,” in Sex and Gender in Medieval and Renaissance Texts: The Latin Tradition, ed. Barbara K. Gold, Paul Allen Miller and Charles Platter (Albany: The State University of New York Press, 1997): 165–87; and Valerie Wayne, “Zenobia in Medieval and Renaissance Literature,” in Ambiguous Realities: Women in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, ed. Carole Levin and Jeannie Watson (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1987), 48–65. For earlier discussion of Famous Women see Anna Cerbo, “Il De mulieribus claris di Giovanni Boccaccio,” Arcadia, Accademia letteraria italiana, Atti e Memorie, serie 3a, 6 (1974): 51–75; Vittore Branca, Boccaccio: The Man and His Works, trans. Richard Monges (New York: New York University Press, 1976); Henri Hauvette, Etudes sur Boccace (1894–1916) (Turin: Bottega d’Erasmo, 1968); and Attilio Hortis, Studii sulle opere latine del Boccaccio con particolare riguardo alla storia della erudizione nel Medio Evo e alle letterature straniere (Trieste: Libreria Julius Dase Editrice, 1879).

18 Constance Jordan, Renaissance Feminism: Literary Texts and Political Models (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), 37. In “In-famous Women” Jordan classifies the selection of Boccaccio’s women she addresses under the headings of (1) arms and political triumphs, (2) the arts, (3) devotion to family, and (4) vice. As many women qualify for inclusion in two or even three of these subgroupings, this method of categorization exacerbates the ambiguity she detects within each category.

19 Benson, Renaissance Woman, 10.

20 Ibid., 18.

21 Kolsky, Genealogy, 113.

22 Ibid., 109.

23 Ibid., 120.

24 Kolsky, Genealogy, 91–108, discusses the “continuities and discontinuities” between Famous Women and the Decameron, the Amorosa visione, and Il Corbaccio.

25 See, for example, Danielle Clarke, The Politics of Early Modern Women’s Writing (Harlow, Essex: Pearson Education Limited, 2001), 50; and Karen Pratt, “The Strains of Defense: The Many Voices of Jean Lefevre’s Livre de Leesce,” in Thelma S. Fenster and Clare A. Lees, eds., Gender in Debate from the Early Middle Ages to the Renaissance (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 113–33. The querelle des femmes was a debate about the nature of women which had its roots in medieval scholasticism and continued well into the early modern period. For recent discussion relevant to the querelle des femmes see Thelma S. Fenster and Clare A. Lees, eds., Gender in Debate from the Early Middle Ages to the Renaissance (New York: Palgrave, 2002); Clarke, Politics, 49–79; Alcuin Blamires, The Case for Women in Medieval Culture (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997); Helen Solterer, The Master and Minerva: Disputing Women in French Medieval Culture (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1995); Alcuin Blamires, Karen Pratt, and C. W. Marx, eds., Woman Defamed and Woman Defended: An Anthology of Medieval Texts (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992); Jill Mann, Apologies to Women (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). See also Linda Woodbridge, Women and the English Renaissance: Literature and the Nature of Womankind, 1540–1620 (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1984).

26 Filippo Villani, De origine civitatis Florentie et de eiusdem famosis civibus, in Le vite di Dante, Petrarca e Boccaccio scritte fino al secolo decimosesto, ed. Angelo Solerti, Storia letteraria d’Italia scritta da una Society di Professori, vol. 4 (Milan: Dottore Francesco Vallardi, n.d.), 671–6. For a discussion of Villani’s work, which has been conserved in numerous manuscripts, see Aldo Francesco Massèra, “Le più antiche biografie del Boccaccio,” Zeitschrift für Romanische Philologie 27 (1903): 299–320.

27 Bandini’s work exists in many partial and some complete manuscripts; see Massera, 320–25.

28 For Vespasiano see William George and Emily Waters, Renaissance Princes, Popes and Prelates: The Vespasiano Memoirs/Lives of Illustrious Men of the XV Century (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), 442. For Manetti see Giannozzo Manetti, Vita et moribus trium illustrium poetarum florentinorum, in Le vite di Dante, Petrarca e Boccaccio scritte fino al secolo decimosesto, ed. Angelo Solerti, Storia letteraria d’Italia scritta da una Società di Professori, vol. 4 (Milan: Dottor Francesco Vallardi, n.d.), 680–93. Eleven of Polenton’s manuscript are known to be extant; see Massèra, 325–8. For a description of Famous Women in Cinico’s Elenco historico et cosmografo seeTammaro de Marinis, La biblioteca napoletana dei re d’Aragona, vol. 1 (Milan: Hoepli, 1947), 237–8.

29 Christian Bec, Les livres des Florentins (1413–1608) (Florence: Olschki, 1984), 27 and 112–114; see also Bec, “Sur la lecture de Boccace a Florence au Quattrocento,” Studi sul Boccaccio 9 (1975–6): 247–60.

30 For the French translation see Patricia M. Gathercole, “Boccaccio in French,” Studi sul Boccaccio 5 (1968): 275–97; and “The French Translators of Boccaccio,” Italica 46, no. 3 (1969): 300–309; Carla Bozzolo, Manuscrits des traductions françaises d’oeuvres de Boccace, XVe siècle (Padua: Antenore, 1973), 22–43; Millard Meiss, French Painting in the Time of Jean de Berry: The Late Fourteenth Century and the Patronage of the Duke, 2nd edn, vol. 1 (London: Phaidon, 1969), 3–5; and “The Boucicaut Master and Boccaccio,” Studi sul Boccaccio 5 (1968): 251–63. During the course of the fifteenth century, De mulieribus claris was also translated into Middle English, Catalan, Spanish and German. For an overview of Boccaccio’s reception throughout Europe see Gilbert Tournoy, ed., Boccaccio in Europe (Louvain: Louvain University Press, 1977); see also David Romano, “L’Edizione 1498 ed i codici del Corbaccio catalano,” Studi sul Boccaccio 11 (1979): 413–19; and “El hebreo, lengua barbara para un hispano del siglo XV,” Helmantica 29 (1978): 233–44; and Gathercole, “Boccaccio in English,” Studi sul Boccaccio 7 (1973): 353–68.

31 See Delle donne famose, trans. Donato degli Albanzani di Casentino detto l’Apenninigena, ed. Giacomo Manzoni (Bologna: Gaetano Romagnoli, 1881). Although the translation was apparently begun in the late 1360s, it was left unfinished until after Donato’s move to Ferrara in 1381, when he was appointed chancellor to Alberto d’Este. Donato became tutor to the young Niccolo III in the early 1390s and before his death in 1411 dedicated his translation, Delle donne famose, to his illustrious pupil.


OEBPS/images/coverpage.jpg
Boccaccio’s Heroines

Power and Virtue in Renaissance Society

MARGARET FRANKLIN






OEBPS/images/logo.gif





OEBPS/toc.xhtml


Boccaccio’s Heroines





Table of Contents





		

Cover





		

Half Title





		

Title Page





		

Copyright Page





		

Table of Contents





		

List of Figures





		

Acknowledgements





		

Introduction



		

The Text and its Critics





		

Lauds and Libraries





		

The Art of Virtue













		

1 Authorial Intent



		

Dedication: The Nature of Virtue





		

Preface: A Book for Men about Women













		

2 A Bad Example



		

Overstepping the Boundaries





		

Action/Reaction





		

Dangerous Minds and Bodies





		

Calculated Anomalies













		

3 Famous Women in Renaissance Tuscany



		

Boccaccio’s Heroines





		

A Woman’s Place





		

Daring but Decorous: Donne Illustri in the Art of the Tuscan Republics













		

4 Famous Women and Famous Women: Boccaccio and the Court Consorts



		

Eleonora d’Aragona d’Este





		

Isabella d’Este and Mantegna













		

Conclusion





		

Select Bibliography





		

Index













Pagelist





		

i





		

ii





		

iii





		

iv





		

v





		

vii





		

ix





		

1





		

2





		

3





		

4





		

5





		

6





		

7





		

8





		

9





		

10





		

11





		

12





		

13





		

14





		

15





		

16





		

17





		

18





		

19





		

20





		

21



















































































































































































































































































































































































