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ABSTRACT 
 
The emergence of the writing woman in fifteenth-century Italy has been established by the literary 

historians Virginia Cox, Sarah Gwyneth Ross and Fabio Finotti in recent years. However, art historians 

have not previously considered this nascent cultural figure in relation to contemporaneous 

developments in female portraiture. This thesis focuses on the three fifteenth-century Italian writing 

women who are also firmly identified subjects in independent painted portraits: Lucrezia Tornabuoni 

(1427-1482), painted by Domenico Ghirlandaio in c.1475; Ginevra de’ Benci (1457-c.1520), painted 

by Leonardo da Vinci in c.1475; and Cecilia Gallerani (1473-1536), painted by Leonardo da Vinci in 

c.1490. Significantly, their portraits have all been recognised as innovative in the way the female sitter 

is presented, but there has been little consensus amongst scholars about the reasons for this change. In 

highlighting that these portraits were all painted while the sitters were actively involved in vernacular 

literary circles, I propose that they visually document this newly emergent figure in intellectual culture.  

 

These developments in female portraiture are further situated within the humanistic redefinition of 

female virtue as well as the poetic output of these writing women.  A close analysis of these portraits 

suggests that they should be understood within the contemporary debate about female potential. 

Whereas previous portraits had been defined by their emphasis on a singular feminine virtue – chastity 

– and were related to a sitter’s marriage, this thesis argues that these portraits of writing women expand 

on the existing feminine virtues of piety and chastity to include the emerging feminine virtue of 

erudition. 

 

This expansion of feminine virtue, which Ross has termed “learned virtue” and which I use throughout 

this thesis, was not only current in the intellectual circles in which these women participated but is also 

an idea that appears particularly in the writing of Lucrezia Tornabuoni as well as in many of her female 

contemporaries.  Even though there is little extant writing by Ginevra de’ Benci and none by Cecilia 

Gallerani, there remains ample primary documentation in these cases to demonstrate their engagement 

with the ideal of learned virtue. Through an investigation into all three women as actual historical 

personages, this thesis demonstrates other ways in which they engaged with and demonstrated female 

capability and autonomy while remaining exemplars of piety and chastity. In engaging with a 

burgeoning tradition, these women played important roles in establishing the paradigm of the writing 

woman but also in the translation of this paradigm into portraiture. Through their actions in life, their 

writing, and their portraits, they became role models of female achievement, and encourage the 

continuation of the female voice.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This thesis examines three fifteenth-century painted portraits of women and proposes that they 

need to be considered from the point of the view of the writing woman,1 a newly emergent 

figure in fifteenth-century literary culture: the Portrait of Lucrezia Tornabuoni (c.1475), 

attributed to Ghirlandaio (figure 1), Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci (c.1475) 

(figures 2 & 3), and Leonardo’s Portrait of Cecilia Gallerani, also known as the Lady with an 

Ermine, (c.1490) (figure 4). Significantly, the women who feature in these portraits – Lucrezia 

Tornabuoni (1427-1482), Ginevra de’ Benci (1457-c.1520) and Cecilia Gallerani (1473-1536) 

– were all celebrated in their own time as intelligent, educated women and also as vernacular 

poets. There is primary evidence that points to all three women participating in vernacular 

literary culture when it was at its height in their respective cities – the 1470s in Florence and 

the 1490s in Milan – although Lucrezia Tornabuoni is the only one for whom we have any 

significant extant writing. Given that this timing coincides exactly with the dating of the 

portraits, I argue that these portraits could be seen to document the emergence of this new 

cultural presence.  

 

Although art historians have acknowledged that these three women were celebrated as writers, 

it is not something that they have pursued in depth in relation to their portraits. Fifteenth-

century writing women have only recently become a focus of literary history and it is only in 

the wake of this research that it is possible to establish a shared ground between these women 

as vernacular poets. Standard literary history argued previously that the high point of 

vernacular women’s writing in early modern Italy was in the middle of the sixteenth century. 

In his seminal essay, La letteratura italiana nell’età del Concilio di Trento, Carlo Dionisotti 

                                                
1 The term ‘writing woman’ is one that has been used by a number of literary historians to refer to women who 
wrote in the vernacular in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. While the term learned woman is also often used, 
I have tended to use the term writing woman specifically because it indicates that these women were seen not just 
as intelligent, educated women but also as producers of culture. This is not to say that their output was prolific 
but that it marks their role at the beginning of an important shift that occurred in the fifteenth century when 
women moved from consumers to producers of culture. As will be explored throughout this thesis, it is my 
contention that these portraits commemorate the role that these women played in this nascent paradigm. For more 
on the writing woman, see Virginia Cox, Women's Writing in Italy, 1400-1650 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2008); Sarah Gwyneth Ross, The Birth of Feminism: Women as Intellect in Renaissance Italy 
and England (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press, 2009); Fabio Finotti, "Women 
Writers in Renaissance Italy: Courtly Origins of New Literary Canons," in Strong Voices, Weak History: Early 
Women Writers and Canons in England, France, and Italy, ed. Pamela Jospeh Benson and Victoria Kirkham 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005), 121-45; Letizia Panizza and Sharon Wood, A History of 
Women's Writing in Italy (Cambridge & New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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argues that even though it is possible to write of a continuous history of female writing, there 

is only a limited time in which women writers could be considered to be “making a group” – 

that is, when they formed something of a collective presence rather than being isolated 

examples.2 Dionisotti argues that women’s writing was confined to a very specific period, 

beginning only with the 1538 publication of the Rime (Rhymes), written by the most 

celebrated and successful of the sixteenth-century Italian women writers, Vittoria Colonna 

(c.1492-1547).3 The Rime was a publishing sensation, printed a subsequent nineteen times 

between 1539 and 1560.4 While this attests to Colonna’s poetic renown, Dionisotti also links it 

directly to the publishing industry, arguing that a new audience of vernacular readers were 

creating the demand.5 Alongside Colonna, other published women writers included Veronica 

Gambara (1485-1550), Gaspara Stampa (1523-1544), Tullia d’Aragona (1510-1556), Laura 

Terracina (1519-c.1577) Chiara Matraini (1515-1604), Isabella Morra (c.1515/20-c.1545) and 

Laura Battiferra (1523-1589). Dionisotti asserts that by 1560 the market was saturated and that 

this, combined with a number of other economic and socio-cultural reasons, led to a decline in 

vernacular publication and, consequently, women’s writing.6 

 

However, this history of women’s writing in Italy has recently undergone revision by a new 

generation of Italian literary historians. While scholars such as Virginia Cox, Sarah Gwyneth 

Ross and Fabio Finotti agree that the high point of women’s writing was in the sixteenth 

century, they argue that the genesis of the movement actually began in the mid to late fifteenth 

century and that women had a collective presence in literary culture that was well established 

by 1490.7 Cox and Finotti both point out that although this early phase has received very little 

critical attention, it forms an important precursor to the more visible period of the 1530s and 

1540s when Colonna and Gambara attained national fame for their poetry.8 In arguing that 

sixteenth-century women’s writing cannot be separated from its fifteenth-century origins, they 

give a new prominence to earlier women writers and assert their importance.  

 

                                                
2 Carlo Dionisotti, Geografia e storia della letteratura italiana (Torino: Piccola Biblioteca Einaudi, 1967), 237-
38. 
3 It should be noted that this was published without Colonna’s involvement and so were all subsequent 
publications.  
4 The Rime was made up of over 400 of Colonna’s poems, commonly divided into the rime amorose, Colonna’s 
earliest poems, written for her dead husband; the rime spirituali or spiritual lyrics, written from the mid-1530s; 
and the rime epistolari, which consisted of poetic letters to her friends and occasional poetry. See Cox, Women's 
Writing, Appendix A, 236, for a summary of Colonna's publications. 
5 Dionisotti, Geografia e storia della letteratura italiana, 238. 
6 Ibid., 238-44. 
7 Cox, Women's Writing; Finotti, "Women Writers," 121-45; Ross, Birth of Feminism. 
8 Cox, Women's Writing, 45; Finotti, "Women Writers," 123. 
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Significantly, this point of view echoes that of the earliest literary critics. Sixteenth-century 

authors such as Matteo Bandello (1485-1561), Pietro Bembo (1470-1547), Baldassarre 

Castiglione (1478-1529) and Vincenzo Colli (c.1460-1508), better known by the name 

Calmeta, also acknowledged the efforts of these early women writers. Cox points out that 

contemporaneously with the publication of Colonna’s Rime in 1538, the Milanese novelist 

Matteo Bandello proposes a “canon” of seven modern female vernacular poets of various 

degrees of circulation and fame.9  In Canto IV of the Canti XI de le lodi de la s[ignora] 

Lucretia Gonzaga (Eleven Songs of Praise For Lucrezia Gonzaga), Bandello lists Cecilia 

Gallerani as well as Vittoria Colonna, Veronica Gambara, Lavinia Colonna (1524-1567), 

Camilla Scarampa (1476-1520), Magherita Tizzoni (d. c.1533) and Lucrezia Gonzaga (1522-

1576).10 Bandello was based in the northern courts and consequently the women writers of that 

region are his focus. Cox points out, however, that the earliest references to a small group of 

female vernacular writers date to 1470s Florence.11 She argues that Lucrezia Tornabuoni and 

Antonia Tanini Pulci (1452/54-1501) should be added to Bandello’s list and also contends that 

a case might be made for Ginevra de’ Benci.12 

 

Cox’s recognition of these women as writers is of particular significance within the context of 

female portraiture. Three of the five fifteenth-century writing women she lists are also firmly 

identified sitters in independent painted portraits: Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Ginevra de’ Benci, 

and Cecilia Gallerani. These portraits, particularly the two by Leonardo, have been the 

subjects of considerable scholarly interest, arguably because of their difference from the 

conventions of female representation in fifteenth-century Italian portraiture. All are striking for 

being painted in the three-quarter view rather than the traditional profile. They are also notable 

for their lack of ostentation. Only the simplest jewels are worn, if any, and, while their 

garments may be made of expensive cloth, they are significantly less lavish than what is found 

in the majority of contemporaneous female portraits. While it needs to be acknowledged that 

Botticelli’s contemporaneous Portrait of a Woman at a Window (c.1470-1480) (figure 5) also 

conforms to these visual conventions, the uncertainty around the sitter’s identification puts it 

beyond the scope of this thesis, although it will be considered in the Conclusion. This thesis 

does not claim to document all possible portraits of fifteenth-century writing women but 

                                                
9 Cox, Women's Writing, 45. 
10 Matteo Bandello, Canti XI de le lodi de la s[ignora] Lucretia Gonzaga (Reprint of the Milan, 1943 edition:  
Progetto Manuzio, 2002), online edition, 82-83, 
http://www.liberliber.it/mediateca/libri/b/bandello/canti_xi_de_le_lodi_de_la_s_lucretia_gonzaga_le_iii_parche/
pdf/canti__p.pdf.   
11 Cox, Women's Writing, 45.  
12 Ibid. Cox also names the Tuscan, possibly Florentine, poet, Girolama Corsi (fl. 1494-1509), although I have 
not included her here in my thesis as Cox argues that she spent most of her adult life in the Veneto and, thus, is 
removed from the Florentine tradition (46). 
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instead to explore whether these changes in visual representation reflect the emergence of this 

cultural figure in portraits of firmly identified writing women. For while art historians have 

considered a range of interpretations for these portraits, they have not previously linked their 

unusual features with the women at the forefront of vernacular literary culture in fifteenth-

century Florence and Milan.  

 

 

Marriage Portraits 
 

Before exploring the portraits of Lucrezia, Ginevra and Cecilia from the viewpoint of the 

writing woman, it is necessary to establish the conventions and interpretations of standard 

fifteenth-century female portraiture. It is generally accepted that the majority of extant 

fifteenth-century Italian portraits of women commemorate marriage and the rituals associated 

with it. While scholars such as Joanna Woods-Marsden and Everett Fahy acknowledge that 

there is no documentary evidence to support that women’s portraits were commissioned upon 

marriage, Woods-Marsden in particular argues that there is sufficient visual evidence to 

support such a proposal.13 It is certainly the case that a large number of independent portraits 

of women produced in Florence as well as the northern Italian courts between c.1440 and 

c.1500 share a set of visual characteristics.  In these works, the sitter is portrayed in profile 

pose, facing towards the viewer’s left. She is shown wearing elaborate dress and, in most 

cases, ornate jewellery. Her hair is tightly tied back and her hands, if shown, are often clasped 

together. These sitters are also depicted conforming to the current ideals of beauty, which 

results in women being portrayed with pale skin, blonde hair and high hairlines. 

 

Many of these characteristics are evident in the earliest extant examples of Italian portraits of 

women, Pisanello’s Portrait of an Este Princess (c.1438-40) (figure 6) and Fra Filippo Lippi’s 

Woman with a Man at a Casement (c.1440) (figure 7). In both images, we see a young sitter, 

posed in profile and facing left. The profile was the preferred pose for both male and female 

sitters in early Italian portraits, referring to ancient coins and medals, as well as earlier ruler 

portraits from France and Burgundy.14 In both male and female portrait coins, the preferred 

pose was for the viewer to face left, although there are exceptions to this.  Such a pose meant 

that the sitter avoided eye contact with the viewer and was seen to be an especially appropriate 
                                                
13 Joanna Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady, 1430-1520," in Virtue and Beauty: Leonardo's Ginevra de' 
Benci and Renaissance Portraits of Women, ed. David Alan Brown (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 2001), 64; Everett Fahy, "The Marriage Portrait in the Renaissance, or Some Women Named Ginevra," in 
Art and Love in Renaissance Italy, ed. Andrea Bayer (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2008), 17. 
14 Dillian Gordon, Luke Syson, and Susanna Avery-Quash, Pisanello: Painter to the Renaissance Court (London: 
National Gallery, 2001), 101. 
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way to represent women, as it became a means of representing their virtue, specifically their 

chastity and modesty. In Pisanello’s and Lippi’s portraits, the sitter is depicted with her hair 

up, an immediate sign that she was already married; virgins and brides wore their hair loose as 

a symbol of innocence but married women wore theirs bound and restrained.15 Both have 

blonde hair and high hairlines, relating to a contemporary ideal of beauty that derived from 

literary sources.16 Pisanello’s sitter is shown wearing an elaborate white cioppa or overdress 

with red sleeves and red, green and white piping. Her hair is elaborately bound with ribbons. 

Although she wears no jewellery per se, on her left sleeve is a pearl-encrusted emblem of an 

urn containing branches, roots and chains, whose iconography will be considered below.  

 

In Woman with a Man at a Casement, we see an even more lavishly dressed sitter. The sitter 

wears a crimson cioppa that is edged with fur over a dark brocaded velvet gamurra (gown). 

The bottom of the cioppa sleeve is embroidered with the word “Lealt[a]” (loyalty). On her 

head, the sitter wears an elaborate headdress known as a sella alla fiamminga, which is placed 

on a cappuccio (hat) trimmed with pearls and covered with tiny feathers.17 On the sella is a 

head brooch made up of rubies and pearls. She also wears a pearl necklace and a shoulder 

brooch made up of a diamond and pearls. Her hands are adorned with at least five rings, with 

three stacked on her right index finger and two on her right middle finger.   

 

Given their visual similarities, it is worth highlighting that these two portraits come from quite 

different contexts. Pisanello’s depicts a female member of the ruling family of Ferrara while 

Lippi’s depicts a woman from an elite family in republican Florence. Yet the similar manner 

of presentation and the detailed attention that is paid to certain elements of each portrait are 

indicative of a shared agenda. Feminist readings of these works and others like them have 

focused on understanding the social contexts of female lives in the Renaissance as a way of 

interpreting female portraits. Such research, epitomised by the work of Patricia Simons, 

Adrian Randolph and Joanna Woods-Marsden, has established the primacy of marriage in a 

woman’s life in Renaissance Italy, and demonstrated that the visual conventions of these 

                                                
15 Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady," 65. 
16 This ideal is described by writers from Dante to Lorenzo de’ Medici, although they were later codified in 
treatises on female beauty such as Agnolo Firenzuola’s Dialogo delle bellezze delle donne, as noted by Brown. 
David Alan Brown, ed. Virtue and Beauty: Leonardo's Ginevra de' Benci and Renaissance Portraits of Women 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2001), 12. 
17 Roberta Orsi Landini and Mary Westerman Bulgarella, "Costume in Fifteenth-Century Florentine Portraits of 
Women," in Virtue and Beauty: Leonardo's Ginevra de' Benci and Renaissance Portraits of Women, ed. David 
Alan Brown (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2001), 93. 
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portraits commemorate a number of key rituals and ideals associated with marriage.18 They 

draw on the work of social historians such as Christiane Klapisch-Zuber and Diane Owen 

Hughes, whose research into marriage customs and rituals have given a new context for 

understanding much of the detail of these portraits.19 

 

Florence has been the particular focus of investigation as it is where the majority of extant 

fifteenth-century female profile portraits originate. This in itself is worth underscoring, as it is 

not immediately obvious why a republic would have such a high number of female portraits. 

In her revolutionary 1988 essay, “Women in frames,” Simons questions why so many portraits 

of women even existed, given the mercantile, rather than the courtly, context of Renaissance 

Florence and the limited role of women in this society.20 She argues that the portraits must be 

seen as part of the “display culture” that was so central to fifteenth-century Florence – that is, a 

culture where the outward display of wealth and magnificence through things such as dress 

and spectacle were vital in gaining and maintaining male status and prestige.21 Simons argues 

that this display culture informed both the marriage rituals themselves and the commemoration 

of these rituals in subsequent portraits.22 As she points out, a marriage was publically 

proclaimed when the bride processed through the streets from her natal to her husband’s 

home.23 This was the moment when a woman was most vividly on display as was the lavish 

clothing and rich jewellery, important parts of the dowry and counter-dowry, which the bride 

would wear on this journey. Simons further argues the bride’s other dowry, her “dowry of 

virtue” – that is, her chastity – was also on display.24 It was Simons who first questioned the 

role played by gender in the use of the profile portrait. While she acknowledges that the format 

had its origins in male portraiture, she points out that from c.1440 almost all Florentine profile 

portraits are female and that by c.1450, males are represented in the three-quarter view.25 

Simons argues that the profile pose was perfectly suited to the representation of chastity in 

                                                
18 Patricia Simons, "Women in Frames: The Gaze, the Eye, the Profile in Renaissance Portraiture," History 
Workshop 25 (1988): 4-30; Adrian W. B. Randolph, "Performing the Bridal Body in Fifteenth-Century Florence," 
Art History 21, no. 2 (1998): 182-200; Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady," 63-87. 
19 Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual in Renaissance Italy (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1985); Diane Owen Hughes, "Representing the Family: Portraits and Purposes in Early Modern Italy," 
Journal of Interdisciplinary History 17, no. 1 (1986): 7-38; "Sumptuary Law and Social Relations in Renaissance 
Italy," in Disputes and Settlements: Law and Human Relations in the West, ed. John Bossy (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983), 66-99. 
20 Simons, "Women in Frames," 4-30. 
21 Ibid., 8. 
22 Ibid., 9. 
23 Ibid., 8-9. 
24 Ibid., 13. 
25 Ibid., 7. 
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portraiture.26 With its averted gaze, the profile was the ideal vehicle for conveying this key 

feminine virtue. 

 

In highlighting the importance of marriage and its associated emphasis on the display of both 

material and immaterial worth, Simons established the framework for successive 

investigations of female portraiture. Her observation that these portraits commemorate not just 

marriage but many of the key rituals and traditions that were associated with marriage has 

provided a fruitful area for exploration, particularly by Randolph and Woods-Marsden. 

Woods-Marsden has established that one of the key functions of Florentine marriage portraits 

was to commemorate the donora, or trousseau, and counter-donora.27 As part of the 

negotiations surrounding a marriage, the men in the two families would agree upon both the 

dowry and the donore. The bride was not present for these negotiations; her part came later. 

The dowry was a cash gift given to the groom by the bride’s father. In addition, the bride’s 

father also promised various garments and personal items, such as clothes, mirrors, needles 

and books, which made up the donora. These legally belonged to the bride.28 In order to 

partially counter the huge financial outlay by the bride’s father, the groom agreed to a counter-

donora. This was a series of gifts made by the groom to both the bride and her family. While 

her family would receive a cash gift known as the donatio propter nuptias,29 the gifts given 

directly to the bride are of particular significance when looking at marriage portraits. Both the 

donora and the counter-donora consisted of bodily ornament such as sumptuous clothes and 

jewels. Generally, the groom would gift the bride a shoulder-brooch, a pendant, a head brooch 

and rings.30 All of these objects would have incorporated precious gems augmented with 

pearls. In addition, the groom gifted his bride elaborate overdresses such as a giornea or a 

cioppa that would be made of the finest silks or wools and worn on formal occasions or for 

promenading. The bride was literally embodied by these gifts from the groom, which marked 

her as belonging to him.  

 

When we consider Lippi’s portrait in relation to this research, what might have been seen as 

small descriptive details are revealed in a new light. They are, in fact, a representation of the 

groom’s gifts to his bride. The crimson of the sitter’s cioppa was made with kermes, the most 

expensive dye in Renaissance Florence and, consequently, sat at the top of the hierarchy of 

                                                
26 Ibid., 13. 
27 Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady," 64-65. 
28 Randolph, "Performing the Bridal Body," 184. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid., 185. 
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colour.31 Similarly, the velvet of the gamurra was made with a technique known to only a few 

weavers who could produce no more than sixty metres a year.32 Detailed attention has been 

paid to the jewels gifted by the groom. We see the shoulder brooch, head brooch and rings. 

Although there is no pendant, there is a pearl necklace, in addition to the pearls that line the 

headdress. The profusion of pearls is significant. As Roberta Orsi Landini and Mary 

Westerman Bulgarella note, pearls were the preferred ornament for bridal attire.33 Their round 

shape and white colour symbolise perfection and purity, the most crucial virtue for any 

Renaissance bride.34 They were also the most expensive of Renaissance gems.35  

 

Similarly, the many rings that adorn the bride’s fingers bespeak the rituals of ring giving. 

Klapisch-Zuber has demonstrated that not only the groom but also older males and married 

females in the groom’s family gave these gifts and that the ritual was a way of situating the 

bride within her new kin group and welcoming her.36 Klapisch-Zuber has also demonstrated 

that it was in the gifting itself that the rings had their meaning. They did not become part of 

the bride’s property upon gifting and would continue to be re-circulated, perhaps with the 

bride later re-gifting them to another bride and playing a new role in the kin group, thus 

creating new bonds while simultaneously reinforcing existing bonds.37 In fact, many of the 

clothes that the groom gifted to the bride were gifted to her only temporarily. Klapisch-

Zuber’s study of ricordanze indicates that the groom often took back, dismantled, rented out to 

others, or even sold the gifts of clothing and jewels generally within a year of marriage.38  

 

That many of the groom’s gifts to his wife were temporary, forming a public expression of the 

marital exchange that had taken place is of particular significance to Woods-Marsden’s 

interpretation of marriage portraits. She contends that most visual representations of women in 

the fifteenth century were to celebrate the donora and the counter-donora.39 She further argues 

that they were commissioned in the six years following marriage, based on the Florentine 

sumptuary laws of 1472.40 While Woods-Marsden acknowledges that there were multiple 

updates to sumptuary legislation over the century, she points out that the 1472 legislation was 
                                                
31 Carole Collier Frick, Dressing Renaissance Florence: Families, Fortunes, & Fine Clothing (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2002), 101-02. Frick discusses the relative costs of red dyestuffs and the resulting 
hierarchy of colour.  
32 Landini and Bulgarella, "Costume," 93. 
33 Ibid., 94. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Joanna Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady" ibid., 67. 
36 Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, Ritual, 231-33. 
37 Ibid., 233-37. 
38 Ibid., 227-28. 
39 Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady," 65. 
40 Ibid. 
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substantially harsher than the laws from earlier in the century. Moreover, it was notable for 

targeting brides, along with young women and young men, all of whom had previously been 

largely exempt from such laws.41 One of the 1472 laws specifically addressed the issue of 

jewels in relation to the bridal body, as Randolph points out: 

 

Moreover, they [women] may wear necklaces, veils and two brooches – one for the 
head and one for the shoulder. And these above mentioned things they may wear for 
three years from the day that they went to marriage, thus [also] for those who have 
already gone to marriage, as for those who will go. And after the said three years, they 
may wear the necklace alone and only one brooch for another three years, and after that 
it is entirely forbidden them the power to bear any of the above said things.42  

 

It is within this context that Woods-Marsden suggests that marriage portraits could be 

commissioned up to six years after the marriage to commemorate the significance of the event 

and the exchange of gifts.43 What is more, such a commission can be seen in the wider context 

of the art that the groom would have given his bride to decorate their bedroom. Woods-

Marsden maintains that a marriage portrait would have hung in the camera or anti-camera 

along with the lettuccio (daybed), painted spalliera panels and cassoni (chests), and religious 

tondi with subjects such as the Virgin and Child or the Crucifixion.44 These were all works that 

a groom would have commissioned as part of the counter-donora, along with a range of 

textiles, which, as Deborah L Krohn points out, were among the most significant material 

goods associated with the marriage celebrations and could be used in a number of different 

contexts.45 Marriage portraits can be seen as forming part of the decoration and standing in for 

the more temporary gifts of the counter-donora.  

 

Certainly the level of detail that went into representing these key elements associated with the 

counter-donora in portraiture indicates that a primary function of these marriage portraits was 

to detail the gifts given as part of the elaborate marriage ritual. Randolph notes that many of 

the artists who painted marriage portraits were trained goldsmiths and that they were well 

equipped to represent jewels accurately.46 Similarly, costume historians Landini and Bulgarella 

observe that the artists put all their skills into visually describing the figured silks and 
                                                
41 Ibid. For more on these laws, see Ronald Rainey, "Sumptuary Legislation in Renaissance Florence" (Ph.D, 
Columbia University, 1985).  
42 Corrado Mazzi, Due provvisioni suntuarie fiorentine (24 novembre 1464. 29 febbraio 1472 [1471 anno 
fiorentino]) (Florence, 1908), quoted in and translated by Adrian W. B. Randolph, "Public Woman: The Visual 
Logic of Authority and Gender in Fifteenth-Century Florence" (Harvard University, 1995), 98. The original is 
included there too. 
43 Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady," 65. 
44 Ibid., 81. 
45 Deborah L. Krohn, "Velvet Fragments with Medici Arms," in Art and Love in Renaissance Italy, ed. Andrea 
Bayer (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2008), 123. 
46 Randolph, "Performing the Bridal Body," 185. 
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brocaded velvets.47 Certainly the emphasis on creating a detailed representation of these 

elements of the counter-donora indicates that they were a key motivation in creating marriage 

portraits. Just as the counter-donora was intended to “mark” a bride in life, so was the 

representation of these elements in a portrait.  

 

This is undoubtedly the case in both the Pisanello and Lippi portraits (figures 6 & 7).  The 

overdresses depicted in these portraits, as in many other marriage portraits, show the groom’s 

heraldic emblems and crests embroidered on the left-hand sleeve. In the Lippi portrait, we also 

see the shoulder brooch worn on the left-hand side. Although the right hand side is not visible 

to us, Woods-Marsden argues that the left-hand side was traditionally reserved for the groom’s 

emblems.48 Jacqueline Herald and Carole Collier Frick further observe that when sleeves were 

particularly elaborately embroidered, as with an ornate emblem, it was confined to the left 

sleeve only.49 Based on close analysis of inventories, sumptuary laws and manuscript 

illustrations, Frick demonstrates that the left arm and shoulder were a focal point in Tuscan 

dress from the eleventh century, and argues that fifteenth-century Florence inherited this 

tradition in ornamentation, although she acknowledges that there were fewer examples of left-

arm-only sleeve decorations as the century progresses.50 Randolph similarly notes that over the 

fifteenth century, the shoulder-brooch moved from the left shoulder and was increasingly 

shown worn around the neck.51 Although the emphasis on the left side decreased over the 

fifteenth century, these observations demonstrate why the display of the left side of the bride is 

such an important convention in marriage portraits. It was wholly necessary that these jewels 

and emblems were displayed as, together, these items acted as a kind of visual proof of the 

marriage exchange and the counter-donora. Even though the fashions surrounding these 

objects changed, the early focus on the left sleeve seems to suggest that this was an important 

factor in the left-facing orientation of the sitter as these objects started to be recorded in 

portraiture. 

 

Such an observation demonstrates how assumption may sometimes cloud our understanding of 

a visual convention. It is generally assumed that the motivating factor for the left-facing 

orientation of a female sitter is so that in a pendant portrait, her husband would face right. That 

is, the male portrait would be placed on the viewer’s left and the female on the viewer’s right. 

                                                
47 Landini and Bulgarella, "Costume," 94. 
48 Joanna Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady" ibid., 69. 
49 Jacqueline Herald, Renaissance Dress in Italy 1400-1500 (London: Bell & Hyman, 1981), 185; Frick, Dressing 
Renaissance Florence, 197. 
50 Dressing Renaissance Florence, 197. 
51 Randolph, "Performing the Bridal Body," 187. 
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This placement was common in Northern portraiture, as we see in Robert Campin’s (c.1375-

1444) A Man and a Woman (c.1435) (figures 8 & 9) where they are positioned in three-quarter 

view. Irrespective of whether sitters were in profile or three-quarter, however, this placement 

ensured that the male was placed on God’s right-hand side while the female was on the 

heraldic sinister. Such an arrangement can be found in some Italian examples, such as Ercole 

de’ Roberti’s (c.1450-1496) portraits of Giovanni II Bentivoglio and Ginevra Sforza 

Bentivoglio (c. 1475) (figures 10 & 11) yet, as Jennifer Craven points out, there is no evidence 

that female Florentine marriage portraits were paired with a male counterpart.52 The exterior 

male figure in Lippi’s Woman with a Man at a Casement (figure 7) appears to be very much 

an exception.53 The extant examples of Florentine painted portraits of men indicate that male 

sitters were just as often shown facing left as right, either in full profile or three-quarter view, 

as can be seen in Masaccio’s Profile of a Man (c.1426-27) (figure 12), Andrea del Castagno’s 

Portrait of a Man (c.1450) (figure 13) or Biagio d’Antonio’s Portrait of a Young Man 

(c.1470) (figure 14). With this in mind, I suggest that the left-facing orientation of female 

sitters was more to do with the importance of representing the sitter’s left-hand side, the place 

traditionally associated with representing the groom’s heraldry.  

 

Understanding that any heraldry on the sitter’s left-hand sleeve tends to refer to a bride’s 

husband, rather than her natal family, has been an important factor in helping to identify the 

sitter in Pisanello’s Portrait of an Este Princess (figure 6). Although this sitter does not have 

the lavish jewellery of the portraits that were to follow it, the inclusion of what has been 

identified as a sprig of juniper on her left shoulder in the position customarily reserved for the 

shoulder-brooch is significant. This sitter has traditionally been identified as Ginevra d’Este on 

the basis of the juniper and the pearl-encrusted emblem of an urn containing branches, roots 

and chains on her left-hand sleeve.54 The urn was an Este family emblem, and scholars have 

used the juniper to identify the sitter as Ginevra d’Este, arguing that the juniper may be a 

homophonic reference to the sitter’s name as the Italian ginepro sounds like “Ginevra.” As 

                                                
52 Jennifer E. Craven, "A New Historical View of the Independent Female Portrait in Fifteenth-Century 
Florentine Painting" (Ph.D., University of Pittsburgh, 1997), 1. 
53 The appearance of the male portrait at the window in this portrait has been the subject of much interest to art 
historians. See Nancy Edwards, "Fra Filippo Lippi, Portrait of a Woman and a Man at a Casement," in Art and 
Love in Renaissance Italy, ed. Andrea Bayer (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2008), 255-56 for a 
summary of the scholarship. It has traditionally been proposed that the male figure presents his coat of arms to 
the female and thus they have been identified as Lorenzo di Ranieri Scolari and Angiola di Bernardo Sapiti, who 
were married in 1439. Katalin Prajda has recently suggested that the coat of arms belongs to the female sitter and 
they the two figures can be identified as Francesca di Matteo Scolari (c.1424-after 1481) and Bonaccorso di Luca 
Pitti (born c.1418 or 1420) who were married by 1444. Katalin Prajda, "The Coat of Arms in Fra Filippo Lippi's 
'Portrait of a Woman with a Man at a Casement'," Metropolitan Museum Journal 48(2013): 73-80. 
54 This identification was first proposed by G. F. Hill, "Pisanello's Portrait of a Princess," The Burlington 
Magazine 5, no. 16 (1904): 408-13. 
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Ginevra d’Este married Sigismondo Pandolfo Malatesta of Rimini in 1434, the image was 

believed to celebrate the union.55 

 

More recently, however, Luke Syson and Dillian Gordon have argued that the sitter is actually 

Margherita Gonzaga, who married Leonello d’Este on February 6, 1435, and moved to the 

Este court at Ferrara.56 They point out that the appearance of pearl, rather than metal, beads on 

the vase may be a homophonic reference as the Latin and Greek word for pearl is margarita.57 

Similarly, reference seems to be made to this bride’s natal family in a subtle way: the red, 

white and green piping of the sitter’s dress were the colours of the Gonzaga livery.58 More 

importantly, however, they also pay particular attention to the urn and the juniper sprig and 

demonstrate that they were both specifically associated with Leonello d’Este’s personal 

iconography.59 They note a later portrait medal of Leonello by Pisanello (c.1442) (figure 15), 

which includes a sprig of juniper on the obverse, as part of the border, and the appearance of 

the urn on the reverse.60 Leonello was Ginevra d’Este’s half-brother and, as Syson and Gordon 

point out, it is very unlikely that Leonello’s sister would have worn the urn device.61 Yet the 

conventions of marriage portraiture demonstrate that the appearance of such an emblem on a 

bride was appropriate.62 What is more, juniper was specifically associated with Leonello and 

Margherita’s wedding. A covered path of juniper bushes had been planted for their wedding. 

Rather than the conventional shoulder brooch from the groom, she wears an emblem that was 

specifically associated with her husband and their wedding. Given this connection between the 

bride’s left-hand sleeve and shoulder with the groom’s devices, the identification as 

Margherita Gonzaga is compelling.  

 

The majority of portraits of women produced in Florence and also the northern courts tend to 

follow these conventions until the end of the fifteenth century. Significant examples, such as 

Ghirlandaio’s Portrait of Giovanna degli Albizzi Tornabuoni (1488/1490) (figure 16) and 

Ambrogio de Predis’ Portrait of Bianca Maria Sforza (1493) (figure 17), demonstrate that 

profile poses were still very much a convention of marriage portraits through the 1480s and 

1490s. Moreover, representing the donora and counter-donora remained a central concern in 

marriage portraiture. The image of Bianca Maria highlights this, although it is important to 

                                                
55 Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady," 74. 
56 Gordon, Syson, and Avery-Quash, Pisanello, 101-05. 
57 Ibid., 105. 
58 Ibid., 104. 
59 Ibid., 105. 
60 Ibid., 90. 
61 Ibid., 105. 
62 Ibid., 90. 
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acknowledge that it differs somewhat from the norms of marriage portraiture in that it was 

commissioned by her natal family. Arturo Galansino proposes that it may have been sent to 

potential grooms.63 In this, it may have functioned more as an official court portrait yet its 

reliance on the well-established conventions of the marriage portrait gives it a firm context for 

interpretation.  

 

Bianca Maria Sforza’s dowry had amounted to over one hundred thousand ducats and her 

depiction here can be seen to represent the dowry and donora as much as any counter-

donora.64 She is richly bejewelled, wearing an elaborate headpiece that is decorated with 

precious stones and pearls, which are wound around the entire length of her highly fashionable 

coazzone or covered pony tail. In addition, she wears a sumptuous head brooch, a pearl 

necklace with pendant and a bejewelled belt. All are encrusted with pearls and precious stones. 

Her dress is equally as sumptuous, in rich golden brocade decorated with the emblems of 

Ludovico Sforza, her uncle. Her head brooch, too, is adorned with emblems of the Sforza 

dynasty and the motto “Merito et Tempore” (with merit and time).65 The bride is marked as 

belonging to a ruling family and proclaims the prestige she bore from her natal family. Bianca-

Maria’s presentation emphasises the role that a woman could play in forging alliances and thus 

be worthy of commemoration. Indeed, it was with Bianca Maria’s marriage to the Emperor 

Maximilian in 1494 that Ludovico Sforza, regent of Milan, was able to legitimise his rule and 

become duke. Her presentation thus proclaims the same concerns that had dominated marriage 

portraits since their conception in Italy earlier in the century.  

 

The argument Woods-Marsden presents for fifteenth-century marriage portraits is compelling. 

The large number of such portraits produced across the century in Florence and in many other 

Italian cities does show a particular concern with representing these valuable gifts associated 

with marriage. Yet Woods-Marsden’s argument is complicated by the appearance in the mid-

1470s of a number of portraits that diverge from these conventions, most particularly 

Leonardo’s celebrated Ginevra (figure 2). Leonardo’s portrait formed the centrepiece of the 

exhibition, Virtue and Beauty, for which Woods-Marsden wrote her essay, yet it is also the 

work that has the least in common with the characteristics that she outlines. Woods-Marsden 

herself notes the many discrepancies between Ginevra and the “dazzling” earlier portraits: she 

observes that Ginevra’s pose and simple dress deprive her of the usual signifiers of status and, 

                                                
63 Arturo Galansino, "Ambrogio de' Predis, Portrait of Bianca Maria Sforza," in Leonardo da Vinci: Painter at 
the Court of Milan, ed. Luke Syson (London: National Gallery Company, 2011), 106. 
64 Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady," 76. 
65 Galansino, "Bianca Maria Sforza," 106. 
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moreover, that the lack of jewellery subverts the very essence of the marriage portrait.66 

Woods-Marsden goes on to question whether we are seeing Leonardo’s own preference for 

dark, monochromatic colours, or whether this portrait might be a response to the more severe 

sumptuary legislation of 1472 mentioned above. In addition to targeting brides for the first 

time, this legislation dictated that women under thirty were only allowed to wear a single 

brooch and three rings.67 Woods-Marsden also places these changes – particularly the change 

to the three-quarter pose – within the context of the influence of Flemish painting as well as 

the emergence of a humanist culture in the Renaissance, and posits that these changes establish 

the new conventions for female portraiture.68 

 

 

Non-Marriage Portraits 

 
While Woods-Marsden’s essay is a significant contribution to the subject of female 

portraiture, some of the issues it raises are problematic, particularly her insistence that 

marriage was the only motivation for female portraiture. She writes, “[o]f the key moments in 

the female life cycle […] – marriage, childbirth, widowhood – only the first is commemorated 

in portraiture.”69 The implication that the Ginevra still commemorates the sitter’s marriage, 

even though none of the accoutrements of marriage are displayed, seems to downplay just how 

different this portrait actually is. Woods-Marsden does not adequately acknowledge that the 

earlier type of female portraits – those in profile pose, with luxurious fabric and rich jewellery 

– continued to be produced well after Leonardo’s Ginevra. The question of whether a new 

motivation for female portraiture – and not simply a new manner of presentation – is emerging 

seems to be overlooked, despite the section of the essay that deals with the Ginevra portrait 

being entitled “Portrait of the Person.”  

 

This seems even more surprising given that Woods-Marsden also comments that the new 

three-quarter pose allows a greater sense of agency and assertion, although at the same time 

she observes that female sitters remain passive.70 Essentially, Woods-Marsden argues that we 

are seeing new conventions for representing women that are dependent largely on pictorial 

invention rather than reasons related to a change in the status of the female sitter; the era of the 

profile portrait may be over but the emphasis remains on the sitter’s virtue and beauty, as is 

                                                
66 Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady," 72. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid., 71. 
69 Ibid., 64. 
70 Ibid., 71. 
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made explicit by the motto on the reverse of Ginevra’s portrait, which reads “Beauty adorns 

virtue.” Her argument is echoed by David Alan Brown in the Introduction to the catalogue in 

which Woods-Marsden’s essay appears. He, too, sees the shift to the three-quarter pose as a 

natural progression in presentation, based on the influence of Flemish portraiture.71 

Significantly, a similar perspective on female portraiture is offered in the catalogue to the 

exhibition The Renaissance Portrait, from Donatello to Bellini. In the entry for Lorenzo di 

Credi’s Portrait of a Young Woman, (c.1480) (figure 18), Everett Fahy acknowledges the 

changes in presentation represented by this portrait, which draws heavily on the conventions 

of Leonardo’s Ginevra as will be discussed in Chapter Four, in comparison to the other earlier 

portraits of women. While he notes in passing that the three-quarter view enabled artists to 

suggest more about the sitter’s “personality,” he too, situates the change in presentation as part 

of the development of portraiture, and as a response to female sculpted busts.72 It is certainly 

true that in the 1480s we see some female Florentine sitters that otherwise conform to the 

conventions of the marriage portrait represented in the three-quarter view, such as 

Ghirlandaio’s Selvaggia Sassetti (c.1487-88) (figure 19) and Costanza de’ Medici Caetani 

(c.1480-1490) (figure 20), from the School of Ghirlandaio. While both of these demonstrate 

the influence of portraits like Lucrezia Tornabuoni and Ginevra de’ Benci in their three-

quarter view and simpler dress, they remain marriage portraits in their concern with 

documenting the counter-donora.  That the earlier portraits represent a different conception of 

woman, however, is consistently passed over. 

 

This highlights an interesting dichotomy. For while marriage portraits are consistently linked 

to their socio-historical context, the same has not been done for these portraits of women that 

do not fit this conventional interpretation. Simons has recently observed this, noting that the 

current tendency to situate nearly every secular work of art within the context of marriage 

should be modulated.73 While such a position might seem surprising, given the extent to which 

her work has provided the impetus for exploring the importance of marriage, it emphasises the 

extent to which marriage has become the primary lens through which fifteenth-century secular 

art is viewed. While marriage may provide a convincing context for many artworks and 

particularly portraits of women, Simons’ comment underscores that it should not be applied 

exclusively.  

 
                                                
71 Brown, Virtue and Beauty, 21. 
72 Everett Fahy, "Lorenzo di Credi: Portrait of a Young Woman," in The Renaissance Portrait from Donatello to 
Bellini, ed. Keith Christiansen and Stefan Weppelmann (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2011), 
162. 
73 Patricia Simons, "Giovanna and Ginevra: Portraits for the Tornabuoni Family by Ghirlandaio and Botticelli," I 
Tatti Studies in the Italian Renaissance 14/15 (2011): 104. 
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In her 1988 essay, when noting that in the 1470s the conventions of female portraiture 

changed, Simons implied that there was a different motivation or agenda in these portraits, 

although she points out that these changes in convention have not been investigated.74 While 

Woods-Marsden does consider these changes, albeit briefly, it seems that the larger themes of 

the Virtue and Beauty exhibition – primarily the emphasis on marriage and female virtue – 

really only allow for these portraits to have one level of meaning. The primacy of marriage in 

a woman’s life is emphasised throughout the catalogue and is consistently seen as the 

motivation for portraiture. Brown comments that the portraits “[fix] the sitter’s image at the 

moment of her greatest social importance.”75 Dale Kent’s essay similarly demonstrates the 

extent to which women’s lives were shaped by marriage and the dowry system, and the 

consequent emphasis on chastity. Only virginity prior to marriage and fidelity after it would 

ensure the purity of the male line.76  While this context is undoubtedly crucial to understanding 

many fifteenth-century portraits, the insistence on a single, one-dimensional category that 

allows for no exceptions is problematic.  

 

Mary Garrard, in particular, has commented on the tensions that arose related to the exhibition, 

as well as in the catalogue, as a result of this singular categorisation.77 She notes that the 

Ginevra was situated amongst the other portraits and, simultaneously, removed from them. 

While Garrard attributes this remove partly to the exhibition’s celebration of Leonardo’s 

genius, she goes on to argue the important point that the insistence on categorising portraits 

under a single rubric has come at the expense of a more complete understanding of this 

portrait and of the sitter’s individual life.78 I would make a similar point about the installation 

of The Renaissance Portrait at the Bode-Museum, Berlin (2011). While the Florentine 

marriage portraits, hung in a row, highlighted the visual conventions to which they conformed, 

no context was given for Lorenzo di Credi’s Portrait of a Young Woman and Leonardo’s 

Cecilia Gallerani. These works were hung independently in another room, off to the side. The 

                                                
74 "Women in Frames," 8. 
75 Brown, Virtue and Beauty, 21. 
76 Dale Kent, "Women in Renaissance Florence," in Virtue and Beauty: Leonardo's Ginevra de' Benci and 
Renaissance Portraits of Women, ed. David Alan Brown (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
2001), 25-47. 
77 Mary D. Garrard, "Who Was Ginevra de' Benci? Leonardo's Portrait and Its Sitter Recontextualized," Artibus 
et Historiae 27, no. 53 (2006): 23-56. 
78 Ibid., 23-25. Anne Christine Junkerman, in her reassessment of early sixteenth-century Venetian paintings of 
women and, specifically, Giorgione’s so-called Laura (1506), has similarly questioned the practice of 
categorisation. Anne Christine Junkerman, "Bellissima Donna: An interdisciplinary Study of Venetian Sensuous 
Half Length Images of the Early Sixteenth Century" (Ph.D., University of California, Berkeley, 1988); "The Lady 
and the Laurel: Gender and Meaning in Giorgione's "Laura"," Oxford Art Journal 16, no. 1 (1993): 49-58. She 
points out that the attempt to categorise these paintings as either married lady or courtesan that has dominated the 
scholarship has not been productive. For her, the emphasis on categorising Laura has meant that the complexities 
and innovations of the work are overlooked (“The Lady and the Laurel”, 49-51). 
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display emphasised the difference of these works from the conventions of fifteenth-century 

female portraiture, yet this was not explored at all in the exhibition. In the case of Leonardo’s 

Cecilia, the lack of context was probably a result of the fact that this work was not travelling 

to the New York installation of the exhibition, although it further underlined the idea of the 

artist’s genius. 

 

When scholars have moved away from trying to fit all fifteenth-century female portraits into 

the category of marriage portrait, it has resulted in new interpretations, demonstrating that the 

emphasis on confining portraits to a single, clearly defined category is not conducive to 

enabling a rich, multi-layered interpretation. Jennifer Fletcher, for example, suggests that 

Ginevra de’ Benci’s platonic lover, Bernardo Bembo, commissioned the portrait of her from 

Leonardo, thus explaining the differences in Ginevra’s presentation. Interestingly, the other 

two works on which this thesis focuses have been somewhat freer from such stringent 

categorisation. While there are few interpretations of the Lucrezia (figure 1), the age at which 

she is portrayed makes it apparent that this is not a marriage portrait. Instead, Allison Levy 

relates her presentation to her widowhood.79  The Cecilia (figure 4) has generally not been 

considered a marriage portrait, due to Cecilia’s position as Ludovico Sforza’s mistress. This 

point of difference has allowed scholars to more readily explain the differences in presentation 

as they argue that she was not subject to the same restrictions around decorum. As Syson 

points out, it has often been noted that Leonardo was able to break with the standard portrait 

format when he painted Ludovico’s mistresses because he was not constrained by 

convention.80 However, even in this case, some interpretations relate the portrait to a marital 

context. Kathleen Wren Christian suggests that it could have been painted as a betrothal 

portrait, commissioned by Ludovico once the affair was no longer viable.81 

 

Although most of these interpretations are significant for explaining the differences in these 

portraits within the contexts of the sitters’ lives, and move away from considering the portraits 

in relation to the sitter’s marriage, the resulting interpretations are not dissimilar to those that 

underpin the marriage portrait. It is notable that they continue to favour an interpretation that 

                                                
79 Allison M. Levy, Re-membering Masculinity in Early Modern Florence: Widowed Bodies, Mourning, and 
Portraiture (Aldershot and Burlington: Ashgate, 2006), 72. 
80 Luke Syson, Leonardo da Vinci: Painter at the Court of Milan (London: National Gallery Company, 2011), 
105. 
81 Kathleen Wren Christian, "Petrarch's Triumph of Chastity in Leonardo's Lady with an Ermine," in Coming 
About… A Festschrift for John Shearman, ed. Lars R. Jones and Louisa C. Matthew (Cambridge, Massachusetts 
Harvard University Art Museums, 2001), 33-40. Christian’s argument develops Kemp and Simons who 
suggested this in passing. See Patricia Simons, "Portraiture, Portrayal, and Idealization: Ambiguous 
Individualism in Representations of Renaissance Women," in Language and Images of Renaissance Italy, ed. 
Alison Brown (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 279. 
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rests on the sitter’s relationship with one, or more, of the men in her life. While the person 

who commissioned these portraits might have been different to the person who commissioned 

a marriage portrait, the motivations behind either are much the same. The meaning of the 

portraits relies on a male, be it platonic beloved, late husband or lover. While there is no doubt 

that considering the individual life and context of each sitter is crucial to any interpretation of 

these portraits, we need to do so by focusing specifically on the sitters themselves as historical 

personages rather than on the men connected with them, as Garrard and, more recently, Judith 

Bryce have demonstrated.82 

 

Both Garrard and Bryce reconsider the extant primary documentation surrounding Ginevra by 

positioning her as a historical subject with her own agenda. Garrard’s analysis of Ginevra is 

particularly significant for the challenge it presents to the previous scholarship on female 

portraiture. In arguing that female portraits need not reflect the sitter’s identity as a bride or 

platonic beloved, she is the first art historian to consider these portraits afresh, enabling her to 

present Ginevra as a woman who challenged what we know about the Renaissance female 

paradigm. In particular, she connects Ginevra and her portrait with the emerging figure of the 

learned woman, and presents an alternative view to which my own argument is indebted. 

Garrard examines Ginevra as a poet within the wider context of contemporary female 

humanists and poets, and contends that there may be more portraits of what she terms “learned 

and creative women”.83 Drawing on her earlier study of Leonardo’s female portraits, where she 

similarly established Cecilia Gallerani’s intellectual renown, she raises the possibility that 

Leonardo’s Cecilia might also be considered in this category.84 Additionally, she questions 

whether Leonardo’s La Belle Ferronníère (figure 21) might be placed in this category, 

speculating that the unidentified sitter might be Cecilia’s contemporary, the Milanese poet 

Camilla Scarampa.85 While she notes that she has no evidence for the identification of 

Scarampa and she does not treat the Cecilia in the same depth as the Ginevra, her argument 

for a place for portraits of learned women forms the point of department for this thesis. In 

connecting them specifically with learning, Garrard highlights the connection between these 

portraits and the contemporary debate on female capability. She creates a space in which those 

portraits that do not fit the category of marriage portraiture might be more fruitfully examined.  

                                                
82 Judith Bryce, "The Faces of Ginevra de' Benci: Homosocial Agendas and Female Subjectivity in Later 
Quattrocento Florence," in Masculinities and Femininities in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, ed. Frederick 
Kiefer (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), 131-58; Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 23-56. 
83  Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 46. 
84 Mary D. Garrard, "Leonardo da Vinci: Female Portraits, Female Nature," in The Expanding Discourse: 
Feminism and Art History, ed. Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard (New York: IconEditions, 1992), 64-65; 
Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 46. 
85 Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 46. 
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I expand on Garrard’s work not only by considering the portraits of Cecilia Gallerani and 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni alongside Ginevra de’ Benci but by highlighting the extent to which 

these women were connected with leading intellectuals and particularly with the vernacular 

literary tradition. Although Garrard notes that Cecilia and Scarampa, as well as Ginevra, were 

celebrated as poets, she does not explore their roles in literary circles. Nor does she establish 

that Ginevra’s contemporary, Lucrezia Tornabuoni, was another celebrated female vernacular 

poet. In focusing on portraits of the three women who are firmly identified, this thesis 

considers them in light of the recent scholarship by literary historians that indicates that there 

was shared ground among these three women as early vernacular poets. It builds on Garrard’s 

methodology by continuing to place the sitter firmly at the centre and attempts to 

recontextualise each woman, using either her own writing or contemporary documents that 

enrich our understanding of her life.   

 

 

Portraits of Writing Women 

 

In establishing this shared ground between Ginevra de’ Benci, Lucrezia Tornabuoni and 

Cecilia Gallerani, I seek to explore their portraits in relation to a nascent female paradigm, that 

of the writing woman. Before doing so, however, it is important to establish that writing 

women and their subsequent representation in portraiture could not have emerged in the 

fifteenth century without a concurrent expansion of female virtue, an issue that I consider in 

depth in Chapter One. It is generally accepted that in the Renaissance, female virtue was 

synonymous with chastity, as is evidenced by marriage portraits. Certainly this was the 

prevailing view of the scholastic tradition – civic law, church doctrine and the natural sciences 

– in the medieval period and into the Renaissance. Within humanist circles, however, virtue, 

both male and female, was very much under discussion. Petrarch and Boccaccio initiated this 

discussion in the fourteenth century when they redefined the purpose of education, seeing it as 

the basis for a new conception of virtue. They were convinced that contemporary scholastic 

education, with its sole focus on Aristotle, was out of touch with the realities of urban life and 

did not do enough to provide a moral and intellectual foundation needed by social and political 

elites in Italian cities. They proposed a classical education, known as the studia humanitatis, 

which covered the poetry, history, oratory, and moral philosophy of antiquity in particular. In 

the invective, De sui ipsius et multorum ignorantia (On His Own Ignorance and That of Many 

Others) (1367), Petrarch defends himself against four Aristotelian critics who labeled him 

ignorant because he disagreed with Aristotle on certain points. In particular, Petrarch 
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articulates that the study of ancient literature, particularly Roman, was more relevant to 

contemporary needs than the Aristotelian curriculum offered by the scholastics:  

 
He [Aristotle] teaches what virtue is, I do not deny that; but his lesson lacks the words 
that sting and set afire and urge toward love of virtue and hatred of vice or, at any rate, 
does not have enough of such power. He who looks for that will find it in our Latin 
writers, especially in Cicero and Seneca, and, what may be astonishing to hear, in 
Horace, a poet somewhat rough in style but most pleasing in his maxims.86  

 

Here, his focus on virtue positions the study of ancient literature within a Christian framework, 

reflecting the humanist belief that education should have a moral dimension that would equip 

young people to take up leadership roles in courts and civic life. 

 

This is important to my argument because of its implications for women. As Ross points out, it 

follows that if men and women should be “virtuous” and, if education presented the means to 

that end, the logical conclusion was that women, too, should be educated.87 While Ross 

acknowledges that Christianity remained the means to salvation, and that it went without 

question that men and women should be “virtuous” in terms of Christian morality, she argues 

that within humanist circles, feminine virtue came to encompass both erudition and Christian 

morality, a combination that she terms “learned virtue.”88 This concept is significant because it 

demonstrates how the definition of feminine virtue expanded over the fifteenth century. It was 

not that an old paradigm was dropped in favour of a new one. Rather, there was an amalgam 

between existing feminine virtue – that is, chastity and piety – and intelligence. Ross argues 

that in continuing to emphasise standard feminine virtue as an integral part of learned virtue, 

this new paradigm attempted to make acceptable what was previously unusual.89 She proposes 

that learned women and their male humanist supporters redefined the concept of “woman” and 

introduced the cultural figure of “woman as intellect.”90 Both “learned virtue” and “woman as 

intellect” will be used in this thesis to refer to this new cultural phenomenon.   

 

The redefinition of feminine virtue was essential for the emergence of secular women writers. 

Alongside a growing body of what feminist commentators such a Constance Jordan have 
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termed “pro-woman”91 literature, we see the emergence of humanistically educated women, 

who were able to read and write in Latin and, sometimes, Greek. As will be discussed in 

Chapter One, the Latin writings by some of these women are particularly important, both for 

giving insight into the emerging paradigm of “woman as intellect” and also for articulating the 

beginnings of a pro-woman voice by women, though it is only in recent years that they have 

received the same attention as the male authored works.92 Significantly for this thesis, these 

female intellectuals created the space in which female vernacular writers would emerge, as 

well as, I will argue, a place for the representation of learned virtue in portraiture.  Yet no one 

has considered the emergence of this new cultural type, the learned woman, in relation to 

female portraiture of the same period. I contend that these portraits of early vernacular female 

poets should form an important part of this discussion.  

 

While marriage portraits are defined by their emphasis on the virtue of chastity and the 

representations of the donora, in portraits of learned women we see an emphasis on a wider 

range of virtues that can be encapsulated by the term learned virtue alone. As will be discussed 

in the case studies that make up the second part of this thesis, the portraits of Lucrezia 

Tornabuoni, Ginevra de’ Benci and Cecilia Gallerani continue to place great emphasis on the 

sources of their Christian virtue. As will be explained, piety is a particular focus in the 

portraits of Lucrezia and Ginevra, while chastity is particularly important in Cecilia’s portrait. 

The emphasis on standard virtues in these portraits goes some way to explaining why it has 

been possible for scholars to interpret them within the category of the marriage portrait. 

However, these portraits also seem to convey considerably more about the sitter than what can 

be found in a traditional marriage portrait. This is perhaps first attested to by the fact that these 

portraits have a more individualistic physiognomy in comparison to the many unidentified, 

rather unindividualised, Florentine brides that conform to the literary ideal noted above.93 

There is an emphasis on representing the sitter as an actual historical personage, who was 

recognised by her contemporaries and near contemporaries for her intelligence, her capability 

and her poetry.  
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As will be demonstrated in Chapter Two, at the time their portraits were painted, all three 

women moved within and, more importantly, participated in learned circles. There is 

contemporary evidence that locates Lucrezia Tornabuoni and, to a lesser extent, Ginevra de’ 

Benci as part of the intellectual group that was centred around Lorenzo de’ Medici in the 

1470s in Florence. Cecilia Gallerani played a similar role in Ludovico Sforza’s cultural court 

in Milan in the 1490s, as well as hosted her own literary gatherings after her marriage in 1492. 

As Cox has established, the emergence of the vernacular as a serious literary genre is 

traditionally dated to 1470s Florence, in a small circle around Lorenzo de’ Medici, who acted 

as both poet and patron.94 She goes on to note that after this short season in Florence, the 

vernacular went on to be cultivated in the northern courts, especially in Ferrara under the Este 

and Milan under the Sforza.95 What scholars have not yet considered is that Lucrezia and 

Ginevra’s portraits are contemporaneous to the height of the vernacular tradition in Florence 

as is Cecilia’s in Milan. Even if their poetry is no longer extant, there is enough contemporary 

documentation to highlight that it was an important part of these women’s identities at the time 

their portraits were painted. To separate them from their engagement with the figure of the 

writing woman in a consideration of their portraits does them a disservice. It is possible to 

explore the ways in which their learned virtue manifested itself, and this will form a 

significant part of my individual case studies. 

 

 

Male Portraiture 

 
In suggesting that these portraits should be interpreted in relation to the expanding definition 

of feminine virtue in humanist circles, I further contend that we can find a similar change in 

male portraiture.96 Scholars such as David Alan Brown have noted the pitfalls of considering 

portraits of women in isolation from portraits of men precisely because such an approach can 

                                                
94 Cox, Women's Writing, 38. 
95 Ibid., 39. 
96 There has been little on male portraiture as a distinct genre aside from the study by Rab Hatfield (Rab Hatfield, 
"Five Early Renaissance Portraits," The Art Bulletin 47, no. 3 (1965): 315-34). Male portraits have been covered 
as part of the vast literature on portraiture however. See, for example, John Wyndham Pope-Hennessy, The 
Portrait in the Renaissance (London: Phaidon, 1966); Lorne Campbell, Renaissance Portraits: European 
Portrait-Painting in the 14th, 15th, and 16th Centuries (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990); Nicholas 
Mann and Luke Syson, The Image of the Individual: Portraits in the Renaissance (London: Published for the 
Trustees of the British Museum by British Museum Press, 1998); Alison Wright, "The Memory of Faces: 
Representational Choices in Fifteenth-Century Florentine Portraiture," in Art, Memory, and Family in 
Renaissance Florence, ed. Giovanni Ciappelli and Patricia Lee Rubin (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 86-113; Lorne Campbell et al., Renaissance Faces: Van Eyck to Titian (London: 
National Gallery, 2008); Keith Christiansen and Stefan Weppelmann, eds., The Renaissance Portrait from 
Donatello to Bellini (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2011). 



 23 

overlook the fact that some developments happened in both male and female portraiture.97 

From c.1450 in Florence, we see the emergence of a new type of male portraiture that 

similarly reflects the impact of humanism on male virtue. This change is evidenced more by 

the emergence of independent sculpted male busts than painted portraiture, however. While 

stylistic developments such as the three-quarter view can be seen in Andrea del Castagno’s 

Portrait of a Man (figure 13), dating to c.1450, this is a lone example, amongst extant 

portraiture at least, until c.1470 when Biagio d’Antonio painted his Portrait of a Young Man 

(figure 14) in a similar manner. But there is a proliferation of sculpted male busts. 

Significantly, this change takes place within the Medici circle, beginning with a sculpted bust 

of Lucrezia Tornabuoni’s husband, Piero de’ Medici (1453/1454) by Mino da Fiesole (figure 

22).  

 

Mino da Fiesole’s bust of Piero de’ Medici is the earliest of its type and initiates the revival of 

the marble portrait bust from antiquity. It is closely followed by Mino’s bust of Piero’s 

brother, Giovanni de’ Medici (c.1455) (figure 23). Shelley Zuraw notes the significance of the 

brothers’ choice to be represented in this way. While other rulers in Italy were still having 

their portraits made in medal form, Piero, the de facto ruler of Florence, took this one step 

further, commissioning a marble bust that matched the ancient bust type in scale and 

medium.98 Here we see first-hand the impact of a humanist education on art patronage. Piero’s 

love of classical literature, and his collecting of ancient coins and sculpture, results in a 

significant innovation in portraiture. Patricia Rubin points out that although works such as this 

carried the prestige of antiquity, the form was a novelty in the fifteenth century.99 Piero is 

shown with a distinctive expression and in contemporary dress – a rich brocade bordered with 

a diamond motif that is both a Medici device and his personal emblem. Giovanni, on the other 

hand is shown in what Rubin has identified as “fanciful Roman armour.”100 He is seemingly 

lost in thought, with his brow furrowed. While Giovanni’s presentation connects him more 

explicitly with the Roman past, both him and Piero are presented in a manner that shows them 

embodying the nascent humanist definition of virtue in a manner that is appropriate to their 

roles. Giovanni’s armour links him with the ideal of Roman virtus, with the heroes of antiquity 

that the humanists saw as essential for the redefinition of virtue through learning. He is a 

humanist and embodies the relatively new ideal of the non-ecclesiastical scholar, a scholar 

who is not cloistered away but contributes actively to contemporary civic life.  Piero, too, 
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embodies the ideal of a humanist ruler and, through his alert gaze and stoic expression, is 

presented personifying the Roman virtues of a calm, just and dignified ruler. It is Piero’s study 

of the humanities that has equipped him to take up a leadership role in civic life, in just the 

way humanists had articulated. 

 

The explicit connection of these sculptures with antiquity but also with fifteenth-century 

humanism is significant to this thesis as it demonstrates that from the 1450s, contemporary 

humanist culture was incorporated into male portraiture. It is of further significance for the 

works I am studying that this change is first visible within Medici portraiture. Not only was 

Piero Lucrezia’s husband, but, in addition, it is from within this circle that the first female 

vernacular writers emerge – Lucrezia herself along with Antonia Tanini Pulci and Ginevra de’ 

Benci. What is more, it appears that a portrait bust of Lucrezia by Mino was sculpted around 

the same time as the busts of Piero and Giovanni. Vasari notes that there was a portrait bust of 

Lucrezia by Mino that was displayed with Piero’s bust and he describes the two portraits as 

“similar and naturalistic” (naturali e simili affatto).101 Documentary evidence confirms this. 

The 1492 inventory of the Medici Palace notes the presence of three Medici busts above 

doorways in the principal bedchamber on the piano nobile, called the camera di Lorenzo.102 

The bust of Lucrezia is recorded as being above the door (sopra l’archio delll’uscio di 

chamera) that led into the sala grande, opposite the door with the bust of Piero, which led into 

the anticamera of the sala grande, the so-called camera di Lorenzo.103 The bust of Giovanni 

was also in the room, above the door leading into the bedroom of Cardinal Giuliano de’ 

Medici, but once the bedroom of Giovanni himself.104 As is fairly typical of inventories, the 

busts are not attributed to an artist, although it can be assumed that they are those by Mino, as 

there are no other known sculpted busts of Piero and Giovanni.  

 

Today there is considerable uncertainty around this bust of Lucrezia. Zuraw has made a case 

for identifying the female bust in the Palazzo dell’Opera della Primaziale, Pisa, as that of 

Lucrezia by Mino da Fiesole (figures 24 & 25), although Francesco Caglioti argues that this 

bust is “unquestionably” by Matteo Civitali, thus affecting the identity of the sitter if Vasari’s 

attribution of Lucrezia’s bust to Mino is correct.105 Yet, there are a number of visual 
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similarities between this bust and Mino’s bust of Piero. The sitter in the Pisa bust is dressed in 

rich brocade and wears an elaborate brocaded cap, or cuffia, that parallels the detail in Piero’s 

portrait. They are almost the same height, with Zuraw observing that the extra two and a half 

centimetres in Lucrezia’s bust is accounted for by her hairstyle and cuffia.106 It is also 

noteworthy that they are both carved in a similar level of detail on the back as on the front, 

something which has lead Zuraw to question if their placement about a doorway would have 

been their original location.107 In addition, each of the sculptures has a distinct physiognomy.  

 

In her brocaded dress and bejewelled headpiece, the sitter is presented within the established 

Florentine conventions of a marriage portrait. Although Piero and Lucrezia would have been 

married for at least a decade by the time this sculpture was executed, this presentation might 

have been necessary within the context of the Medici Palace. The building of the new Medici 

Palace on the Via Larga had only started in 1445, the year after Piero and Lucrezia’s marriage, 

meaning that the contemporary practice of decorating a marriage chamber with a portrait of 

the bride may have been set aside until the completion of the new palace. The wall structure of 

the nearby grand salon of the palace was completed in 1451, and, shortly after that, Piero 

began to commission works for the decoration of the palace.  That is, the furnishing of the 

palace could only have been begun about the time that Piero’s sculpture was commissioned. 

Although Zuraw’s observation about the detail of the back suggests that the works might not 

have originally been displayed over the doorways, it seems likely that the busts would still 

have been displayed in this room, even if they were originally placed on a piece of furniture, 

as Zuraw suggests.108 As the principal camera, this would have been the expected site for a 

female portrait. Although Florentine female portraits did not tend to be accompanied by a male 

portrait, its display alongside Piero’s bust may have recalled the Northern tradition of pendant 

pairs noted above in relation to Robert Campin’s A Man and a Woman (figures 8 & 9). 

Giovanni’s bust may have been added to the apartment at a later date, given its slightly later 

execution. Nevertheless, the appearance of the three busts in the principal apartment would 

have made an explicitly dynastic statement suitable to its semi-public location.  

 

Whether or not the identification of this bust as Lucrezia is correct, the evidence that she was 

sculpted rather than painted distinguishes it from other female marriage portraits, and may be 

considered a continuation of the innovations of the other two busts by Mino. If the assumption 

is made that Lucrezia’s portrait was carved contemporaneously with that of Piero and 
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Giovanni, it would have been one of the earliest, if not the earliest, female busts of the 

Renaissance. Zuraw argues that dating the Pisa work to c.1453 is plausible, based on the 

similarities with Piero’s bust, and notes that this would make it the earliest female portrait bust 

in Florence.109 Even if Lucrezia’s presentation was still in line with the expected norms for a 

female portrait, moving to a new medium demonstrates willingness within the Medici family 

to experiment with and move beyond standard portraiture conventions for women as well as 

men. While there are a number of other female busts that date to the 1450s and 60s, it would 

have been appropriate that Lucrezia was one of the first women to be presented in this way. As 

will be explored in Chapter Three, the independent painted Portrait of Lucrezia Tornabuoni, 

attributed to Ghirlandaio (figure 1), is similarly innovative. That an inventive approach to 

portraiture may have originated in one of Lucrezia’s earliest portraits is particularly significant 

for this thesis. It indicates that the Medici engagement with humanist ideals extended to some 

Medici women at least and demonstrates the beginnings of the expansion of the female 

paradigm in Florence. This provides a context for understanding both Lucrezia’s emergence as 

a poet in the literary circle of Lorenzo de’ Medici and her later painted portrait, which was 

displayed in the Tornabuoni palace, the home of Lucrezia’s natal family. 

 

The Medici acceptance of an expanded ideal of female virtue is of particular significance to 

this thesis as it was not self-evident that these developments would be accepted in Florence. 

Literary historians have demonstrated that the impetus to educate secular women in the studia 

humanitatis came from the court environment. While the details of this education will be 

discussed in Chapter One, women educated in the studia humanitatis received the same 

education as their male peers and were taught to read and write in Latin and, occasionally, 

Greek. This was seen to be necessary for the roles that these women might need to carry out. 

Cox makes the point that it appears to have been the common practice within the ruling 

families to educate girls to a high level, as they had to be prepared for the eventuality of rule, 

either as a dynastic consort or as regent.110 In any event, women stood at the centre of the 

social and cultural life of a court, which also required them to be educated and able to lead.  

 

In Florence, however, there was simply not the same need to educate girls. In the republic, 

women were systematically excluded from public life and there was no situation in which they 

would rule or lead the social life of the city. The law denied them the opportunity to exercise 
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formal political power.111 This is not to say that girls were not educated, however. Sharon 

Strocchia has demonstrated that both boys and girls born into merchant, banking and 

professional families were often taught the rudiments by their mothers.112 While the boys 

would have been removed from their mother’s supervision at about age seven, they would not 

have entered a school environment until about ten or eleven and it can be assumed that they 

had some kind of tutor in the intervening years.113 Girls born alongside brothers may have had 

access to these tutors too, before they were sent to convents to receive their education. This 

practice, known as being in serbanza, appears to have become widespread in Florence after 

1400 and has been documented by Strocchia.114 She posits that most girls were placed in 

serbanza between seven and nine years old and typically stayed between one and three years, 

although they could come and go from the convent.115 They would learn civilised female 

behaviour and would be prepared for performing the roles of virtuous wife and mother. In 

addition, they would also learn basic literacy at the very least. Girls who were placed in the 

guardianship of highly educated nuns could expect to learn even more. While this meant that 

the practice of serbanza had an inconsistency to it, certain convents gained reputations for 

their thriving literate culture. What is more, and as Strocchia observes, the frequency of the 

practice indicates that more girls than has been supposed must have received a basic 

education.116 Bryce has similarly demonstrated that the women of the Florentine mercantile 

elite were more literate than earlier scholars have allowed.117  

 

While this education does not account for the level of literacy needed for the emergence of 

woman writers, it nevertheless demonstrates that Leon Battista Alberti’s (1404-1472) denial 

that a learned woman could ever emerge in Florence, a point that will be explored in Chapter 

One, did not necessarily reflect all women’s reality. The fact that the first female vernacular 

writers emerge in Florence within the Medici circle and that two of them, at least, are 

represented in a new portraiture format demonstrates the extent to which the generalisations 

about Florentine women are not representative of every woman’s experience. It indicates a 
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unique set of cultural conditions in 1470s Florence that allowed for the emergence of the 

vernacular writing of women and her representation in portraiture. Chapter Two will consider 

the reasons why this nascent paradigm began to emerge in Florence, which, as a republic, was 

generally far less receptive to female achievement than the courts. I will consider closely the 

re-emergence of the literary vernacular as a key factor in enabling women to move from being 

consumers to producers of poetry.  

 

Throughout the thesis, I will also consider the role that Leonardo played in giving visual form 

to learned virtue and for picturing women who embodied an expanded paradigm of female 

virtue. It is significant that he painted two of the three sitters on whom this thesis focuses, both 

Ginevra de’ Benci and Cecilia Gallerani. Mary Garrard and Jacqueline Marie Musacchio have 

already noted Leonardo’s apparent empathy for his female sitters and that fact that this enabled 

him to represent them beyond the usual conventions of female portraiture.118 While Garrard 

argues that this reflects his “culturally abnormal” view of the female sex, I situate Leonardo’s 

innovations within the contemporary debate on female ability and note his engagement with 

the intellectual circles of which Ginevra de’ Benci and Cecilia Gallerani were also 

participants.119 Leonardo’s emergence as a young artist in 1470s Florence placed him in a 

unique position to document in paint the paradigm of the writing woman as it emerged. While 

not a key participant in the intellectual circle around Lorenzo de’ Medici, his innovations in 

the Ginevra (figure 2) demonstrate that he had access to treasured Netherlandish works in the 

Medici collection, as will be discussed in Chapter Four. His move to Milan in the 1480s 

placed him in the new centre of vernacular literary culture and the flowering of the paradigm 

of the writing woman. He was key participant in the informal intellectual circle at Ludovico’s 

court, known as the Academia Leonardi Vinci, which will be explored in Chapters Two and 

Five. I suggest that Cecilia was also a participant in this circle and that the innovations in her 

portrait (figure 4), which have been widely discussed by art historians and will be considered 

in Chapter Five, demonstrate a number of parallels between the dialogue on female capability 

and the issues with which Leonardo was concerned. 

 

As I will explore in Chapters Four and Five, Leonardo’s innovative presentations of Ginevra 

and Cecilia anticipate many of the developments in sixteenth-century portraiture. Indeed, he 

played a significant role in developing and disseminating the humanist ideal of the learned 

woman and her representation in portraiture. I suggest that this reflects his understanding of 

                                                
118 Garrard, "Female Portraits," 58-85; Jacqueline Marie Musacchio, "Wives, Lovers and Art in Italian 
Renaissance Courts," in Art and Love in Renaissance Italy, ed. Andrea Bayer (New York: Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, 2008), 33. 
119 Garrard, "Female Portraits," 59. 



 29 

the contemporary debate that enabled certain women to embrace learning alongside more 

conventional female virtues. It is possible that Leonardo was inspired by this issue when he 

worked on the Ginevra and that it came to form a significant focus of his artistic production in 

Milan, including the Cecilia. In situating Leonardo’s developments within this wider context, I 

do not seek to reduce his artistic innovations but to locate them within the larger contemporary 

dialogue about the expansion of virtue. I argue that these portraits, alongside the Lucrezia, 

attributed to Ghirlandaio, made a valuable contribution to this discussion and played a 

significant role in making the paradigm of the writing woman visible and tangible. 

 

 

Methodology and Thesis Structure 

 

In considering these portraits in relation to the nascent ideal of the writing woman, this thesis 

draws on a significant body of research in the last three decades that seeks to uncover the 

contributions of women in the Renaissance and better understand their position as well as their 

intellectual status. Such research originates from the seminal question posed by Joan Kelly 

almost forty years ago when she asked, “Did women have a Renaissance?” (first published in 

1977).120 In her now-canonical essay, Kelly calls into question the long-standing notion 

established by the Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt (1818-1897) that Renaissance “women 

stood on a footing of perfect equality with men.”121 Within the essay itself, Kelly focuses on 

the courtly love poetry of the twelfth-century troubadours and compares it with the adopted 

and adapted courtly love poetry of Renaissance Italy. Through an investigation of the role of 

the woman within this literature, she argues that cultural, social, economic and legal 

developments in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Italy adversely affected women and answers 

her own question with a resounding “no”. She argues that the position of women actually 

weakened in the Renaissance. For Kelly, there was “no Renaissance for women – at least not 

during the Renaissance.”122  

 

Kelly’s question has been extremely important in providing an impetus for a reconsideration 

and recovery of the actual role and social position of women in Renaissance society. It has 

opened up whole new areas of study and transformed the way historians of many disciplines 

consider the Renaissance. Research prompted by Kelly’s question has revealed that the answer 

                                                
120 Joan Kelly, "Did Women Have a Renaissance?," in Women, History and Theory: The Essays of Joan Kelly, 
ed. Joan Kelly (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 19-50. 
121 Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, trans. S. G. C. Middlemore (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1990), 250. 
122 Kelly, "Did Women Have a Renaissance?," 20. 



 30 

is far more nuanced than Kelly allowed. In particular, it suggests something of a paradox. On 

the one hand, social historians such as David Herlihy, Klapisch-Zuber, Dale Kent, and Thomas 

Kuehn argue that there was no real change in women’s legal, socio-economic and political 

position between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries.123 Legally, women remained 

subordinate to men, their position in the family was generally one of subservience, and they 

had fewer choices than men in most areas of their lives. On the other hand, however, research 

by cultural historians demonstrates that over the fifteenth century, women moved from being 

consumers of culture to producers of culture. The evidence from literary historians including 

Cox, Ross and Finotti is significant for demonstrating that this move first occurred in literary 

production in the fifteenth century and that it was a field in which women had much success as 

producers of culture. Certainly, learning and writing were the areas that many humanists 

beginning with Boccaccio saw as most fertile for female achievement. While it might be that 

female artistic production did not rival that of female literary production, a point underscored 

by Linda Nochlin’s seminal essay, “Why have there been no great female artists?”, art 

historians have also uncovered increasing production by women artists, such as Sofonisba 

Anguissola (1532-1625) and Lavinia Fontana (1552-1614) in the sixteenth century.124 Music 

historians have similarly demonstrated that women also had contemporaneous success as 

composers, singers and actresses.125 Cox makes the pertinent point that this development of 

women from consumers to producers of culture is all the more remarkable given that it was 

not a period in which women’s legal, social and economic status advanced.126 
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This point is worth underscoring because it frames the way in which we can approach some of 

the wider issues of the tension between cultural progress by some women with the 

simultaneous social, political and legal restrictions that most women faced. It is significant that 

alongside the beginnings of female cultural production, there was a general pro-woman 

argument being advanced within certain circles, but most particularly by humanists. This 

started with Boccaccio and, to a lesser extent, Petrarch in the fourteenth century and was 

picked up again in the latter part of the fifteenth century, gaining momentum at the turn of the 

century and inspiring works by Baldassarre Castiglione and Matteo Bandello amongst others. 

This body of writing has been the subject of interest and debate by literary and feminist 

scholars such as Pamela Joseph Benson and Constance Jordan in recent years.127 Scholars 

question whether these texts can really be regarded as “feminist,” given that they did not help 

advance the position of women, despite all their rhetoric. Benson, for example, argues that, 

starting with Boccaccio, these authors fail to take their arguments to their logical political 

conclusion.128 Although Boccaccio dares to speak out for womankind and praises women who 

have acted with strength, fortitude, valour and intelligence, he does not, according to Benson, 

advocate for social change.129 Rather, Benson argues that Boccaccio’s text emphasises the 

contradiction inherent in all these texts. That is, they seek to expand the definition of women 

but simultaneously restrict women from reaching their full potential, so that the political and 

social status quo are not disrupted. There is a tension between recognising women as capable 

and not disrupting male hegemony. It is this tension that leads to the characterisation of these 

texts by Benson as “pre-feminist” and by Jordan as “pro-woman.”130  

 

A newer generation of literary historians, including Cox, Ross, Kolsky and Margaret Franklin, 

approach the issue of feminism from a slightly different perspective.131 While they 

acknowledge Benson’s and Jordan’s point that these texts do not advocate for social and 

political change for women, they observe that these changes were the goals of modern 

feminism rather than Renaissance feminism. As Franklin comments, our current perspective, 

in the wake of female emancipation, makes interpretations of these texts murkier now than for 

the original Renaissance readers.132 She argues that praising female achievement does not have 
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to equate with championing female “liberation” or advocating for social change.133 Cox argues 

that a more helpful approach is to accept the limitations of these texts as historical fact and to 

attempt to interrogate the phenomenon of “proto-feminist” texts on their own terms.134 For 

Cox, this means considering theses texts within their original contexts. As she points out, the 

history of women’s writing cannot be separated from the cultural discourses that enabled it. 

Thus, even when we dismiss these “profeminist” gestures as attempts to please female patrons 

or influence powerful female contacts, the fact remains, as Cox points out, that women had 

already attained a position of sufficient power to influence literary output in a significant way, 

and we must question why that was.135 While agreeing that these early “pro-woman” authors 

enabled the emergence of the learned woman, Ross takes this a step further and looks for 

answers about Renaissance feminism within the writings of women themselves. She argues 

more explicitly that these texts need to be considered within the history of “feminism,” 

contending that, even though these women do not yet argue for women’s political equality, 

they represent, and sometimes explicitly advocate for, women’s intellectual equality.136  

 

In particular, Ross argues that all women writers prompted their contemporaries to think 

differently about female capability and achievement, whether or not their writings are “pro-

woman.” She proposes that there are three levels of feminism in Renaissance writing. The first 

and most obvious is what has received the greatest attention by scholars and which Ross labels 

“explicit” feminism.137 But Ross also posits that there are two other ways in which learned 

women contributed to the pro-woman argument in the Renaissance. She terms the first 

“celebratory” feminism, arguing that female authors who emphasise either their own or other 

women’s achievement, strengthen the new category of “women as intellect.”138 In addition to 

this, Ross also introduces the concept of “participatory” feminism.139 She argues that the 

women who participated in literary culture, whether or not they made a point of their sex, 

demonstrated the equality of the sexes in matters of the mind.140 

 

Ross’ argument is significant for this thesis, and I will refer to it throughout, because it enables 

all women writers, even those who do not write with a specifically pro-woman agenda, to play 

a part in the growing discussion around female capability and achievement. Such women form 
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tangible examples of “women as intellect,” and may well have been aware of this, even while 

choosing not to enter the debate on female achievement. This is particularly significant when 

related to portraits of writing women as it allows for these portraits to consciously embrace the 

new paradigm of learned virtue without necessarily making an explicitly pro-woman 

statement. This thesis looks specifically at these early vernacular writers not in relation to later 

writing women but as women on the cusp of change. As such, the first two chapters provide an 

important context for the emergence of these earliest vernacular women writers. Chapter One 

is rooted within contemporary discussions around the expanding paradigm of female virtue. It 

explores both male and female-authored texts, written in Latin, that initiate the discourse on 

female achievement. While it positions these texts in relation to the prevailing scholastic 

conception of the sexes, it also considers the development of the discourse over the fifteenth 

century. Chapter Two is also situated in this humanist context although it is concerned with 

the development of vernacular culture. In exploring the revival of the vernacular literary in 

1470s Florence, I draw attention to the unique role that language played in the development of 

Florentine humanism. It goes on to consider the possible participation of women in vernacular 

literary circles before a consideration of the poetry of Lucrezia Tornabuoni in particular but 

also Ginevra de’ Benci, Antonia Pulci and Camilla Scarampa. 

 

In establishing that there are a number of shared themes across the work of these poets, most 

particularly in the articulation of something akin to learned virtue, I propose that it is 

necessary to consider how this expanded definition of woman is represented in the portraits of 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Ginevra de’ Benci and Cecilia Gallerani. Chapters Three, Four, and 

Five, focus on each one of these sitters respectively. Following a case study approach not only 

allows for a consideration of each woman as a historical personage, but also enables an 

exploration of the portraits in their immediate context. 

 

In Chapter Three, I will consider the significance of Lucrezia’s representation (figure 1) as an 

older woman, something that is unprecedented in Florentine portraiture. I will further suggest 

that her representation required an entirely new means of display, one that relied on male 

precedents, rather than female. As such, I propose that this makes a significant statement about 

female achievement and demonstrates that some of the long-standing assumptions about 

women were beginning to change in the conservative Florentine republic. At the same time, 

however, I acknowledge that Lucrezia’s modest presentation aligns her portraits with other 

female portraits and continues to make her representation acceptable. It offers a visual 

equivalent of learned virtue that Lucrezia herself articulated.  
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In Chapter Four, we see the development of the representation of learned virtue. The highly 

innovative portrayal of Ginevra de’ Benci, who stares directly at the viewer, is further 

heightened by the inclusion of an impresa on the reverse (figures 2 & 3). I suggest that this 

impresa makes an overt statement about the sitter’s embodiment of masculine virtù. Yet, as 

with Lucrezia, the more innovative elements of her presentation are mitigated by her 

extremely modest dress. I propose that this is a reflection of Ginevra’s connection with the 

convent of Le Murate. I explore this connection in detail as I believe that it reveals a 

considerable amount about Ginevra’s personal piety but also the ways in which women sought 

to achieve greater agency in all aspects of their lives and not just in relation to emerging areas 

such as learning.  

 

Chapter Five moves to the court at Milan and a consideration of Cecilia Gallerani’s portrait 

(figure 4). Again, I suggest that the innovations in presentation are balanced by a continuing 

emphasis on conventional female virtue, particularly chastity in this case. I propose that the 

fame that this portrait achieved made it particularly significant in considering the 

dissemination of the paradigm of the writing woman. Indeed, this portrait prompted a brief 

dialogue about portraiture between Cecilia Gallerani and Isabella d’Este, drawing attention to 

the role that women were starting to play as connoisseurs of portraiture. As such, this portrait 

highlights the extent to which portraits themselves played a key role in the debate on female 

achievement. While Cecilia Gallerani, as well as Lucrezia Tornabuoni and Ginevra de’ Benci, 

are important for their assumption of the nascent paradigm of the writing women, their 

portraits also played a crucial role in expanding the ways in which a woman could be 

celebrated. As such, their portraits are a significant indicator about the extent to which the 

concept of woman expanded over the fifteenth century. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Expansion of Female Virtue: The Emergence of Learned 

Virtue and Learned Women 
 

The emergence of portraits of writing women cannot be separated from an important 

discussion that had been taking place in humanist circles throughout the fifteenth century. In 

particular, the presence of learned virtue in portraiture is inherently tied up with a growing 

body of contemporary literature, both in Latin and the vernacular, which discussed female 

potential. This chapter focuses on works in Latin that engage with the issue of female ability, 

beginning with the male humanists who initiated the discussion, such as Giovanni Boccaccio 

and Leonardo Bruni, and moving into the uptake of this dialogue by the female humanists 

Costanza Varano (1426-1447), Isotta Nogarola (?1418-1466), Cassandra Fedele (1465-1558), 

and Laura Cereta (1469-1499). In demonstrating the various ways in which these female 

erudites positioned female achievement, I hope to situate the emergence of female vernacular 

writing and the representation of learned virtue in portraiture within the wider context of this 

debate. Cox and Franklin have respectively observed that both the history of women’s writing 

and changes in visual imagery cannot be studied apart from the discourses that enabled these 

changes.1 As I will demonstrate in the following chapter, female vernacular writers also 

engaged with the discussion on female achievement but, before that, their emergence as 

writers rested on the humanist acknowledgement of female potential that will be explored in 

this chapter. 

 

The impetus for this reassessment came primarily from court women, especially those in 

ruling dynasties, but towards the end of the century, we see a number of women educated in 

the studia humanitatis engaged in the debate on female ability, to varying degrees. The writing 

by these women, both individually and collectively, has been the subject of much scholarship, 

such as that by Margaret King, Albert Rabil, Diana Robin, Holt Parker, Prudence Allen, and 

Sarah Ross.2 While I draw on their analyses here, I further explore the writing of these women 
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in relation to the rethinking of female virtue and consider the impact of this on contemporary 

women in Italy. In considering the language used to articulate this expanding definition of 

virtue, we find that previously masculine words such as virtute (virtue) and ingenio 

(intelligence) start to be applied increasingly often to women. Indeed, it is possible to chart 

changing attitudes to female learning as it moved from something seen as exceptional to 

something that had become a source of pride amongst women of the upper classes. It is in this 

female support and cultivation of female learning that the possibility of female achievement is 

opened up to a wider audience.  

 

The expansion of female virtue was initiated with Boccaccio’s 1362 treatise, De mulieribus 

claris (On Famous Women), that celebrated women for “manly” qualities such as character, 

intelligence, and bravery.3  

 

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 (virilem) spirit, show remarkable intelligence (ingenio) and bravery 
(virtute), and dare to execute deeds that would be extremely difficult even for men?4 

 

As indicated by Boccaccio’s use of the word “manly,” qualities such as ingenio and virtute, 

which could also be used to signal virtue and worth, rather than bravery, had previously only 

been applied to men. Indeed, the very concept of virtue – the Latin virtus or the Italian virtù – 

is tied up with masculinity, with the root of the word, “vir,” meaning “man.” Essentially, then, 

it was a term used to signal excellence, character and worth in men. The idea of virtue, in 

relation to women, meant something entirely different. In the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries, feminine virtue was associated particularly with chastity but also in qualities such as 

obedience and silence. These differing conceptions of male and female virtue had their roots in 

the philosophy of Aristotle, whose texts formed the basis of medieval scholasticism. Allen, in 

particular, has demonstrated the extent to which Aristotelian thought influenced the concept of 

women in the medieval period and into the early modern period.5 As she points out, when 

modern universities emerged across Europe in the thirteenth century, Aristotle’s works were 
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required reading for Arts students.6 Thus, when students went on to study Theology, Medicine 

and Law, all were well versed in a conception of gender difference that saw men as superior to 

women. In order to understand the challenge presented by the humanist redefinition of female 

virtue, it is necessary to first briefly outline the Aristotelian model, which prevailed in the 

scholastic tradition. I draw on Allen’s work in the summary that follows in order to situate my 

analyses of Renaissance texts within this wider framework. 

 

 

The Aristotelian Conception of the Sexes 

 

Aristotle argued that there are significant differences between men and women that are a result 

of their sex. Allen describes this position as the “sex-polarity position” and demonstrates that 

it is particularly relevant to Renaissance notions of gender in that it reinforced the notion that 

women were naturally inferior to men and provided the justification for female political 

subordination.7 Although Aristotle developed his concept of woman throughout his works, 

Allen highlights that there are various passages that give particular insight into his conception 

of the sexes. In Book X of the Metaphysics, Aristotle argues that male and female are 

contraries, and that within each pair of contraries, one is the “privation” of the other. Privation 

is, essentially, non-being, something that has no identity of its own, except in opposition to its 

contrary.  

 

Therefore, it is evident that one of the contraries is always privative; but it is enough if 
this is true of the first – i.e., the generic–contraries, e.g., the one and the many; for the 
others can be reduced to these.8 

 

This theory of privation insists that one of the contraries has a negative valuation and one of 

the most significant consequences of this was the conclusion that the female was inferior to the 

male. From this, Aristotle then argued for the connection between the male with other qualities 

he saw as positive and the female with qualities he saw as negative. Aristotle elaborated on 

these theories in great detail in works such as The Generation of Animals, but it is possible to 

get a sense of his arguments from passages such as this: 
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When a pair of factors, the one active and the other passive, come into contact in the 
way in which one is active and the other passive (by “way” I mean the manner, the 
time, and the place of contact), then immediately both are brought into play, the one 
acting, the other being acted upon. In this case, it is the female which provides the 
matter, and the male which provides the principle of movement.9 

 

The male is associated with the active, which gives him the ability to control the whole 

interaction while the female must be passive. This is of great significance when considering 

the impact of Aristotelian thought on medieval and early Renaissance thought. The connection 

between the male as active and the female as passive was repeated for centuries to come and 

provided the justification for male rule. Moreover, this positioning of sex difference also 

became the basis for Aristotle’s conception of virtue. In the Politics, Aristotle writes that: 

 
[T]he ruler ought to have moral virtue in perfection, for his function, taken absolutely, 
demands a master, artificer, and rational principle as such as an artificer; the subjects, 
on the other hand, require only that measure of virtue proper to each of them, but the 
temperance of a man and of a woman, or the courage and justice of a man is shown in 
commanding, of a woman in obeying.10 

 

With this, then, we see how Aristotle’s conception of the sexes translates into two distinct 

constructions of virtue, based on gender. If the active, rational male is virtuous through 

leadership, a woman, inherently subject to man, is virtuous through her obedience. In this 

conception, we see the principle of contraries at work again. Female virtue is derived from its 

opposition to male virtue. Thus, the male virtue of leadership is complemented by the female 

virtue of obedience. Although women are still capable of virtue, their virtue is lesser than that 

of their male counterparts, in the same way that women are lesser beings than men.  

 

When ideas such as these were translated and filtered through medieval scholasticism, they 

provided distinct definitions of gender-based roles and virtues that remained pervasive into the 

Renaissance, as has been pointed out by Allen and Cox.11 This is demonstrated by the treatise 

Della famiglia (On Family) (Books I-III before 1434, Book IV, 1437), in which the theorist, 

architect and humanist, Alberti, explores male and female identity in depth. The first major 

work Alberti wrote in the vernacular, Della famiglia was so popular that it became something 

of a handbook for fifteenth-century Florentine patrician families.12 As such, it was important 

for disseminating key ideas about gender to a wide readership. Della famiglia is constructed as 

a dialogue among several men from the Alberti family. It takes place in 1421 on the day that 
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Leon Battista’s father, Lorenzo Alberti, died. In the dialogue, the character of Battista 

represents Leon Battista himself. His brother, Carlo, is present, as are other members of the 

family. Of particular importance to the dialogue are Lionardo Alberti, a twenty-nine-year-old 

bachelor, and Giannozzo, a distant relative of Leon Battista’s great-grandfather who is aged 

sixty-four. Although each character brings a different perspective, it is significant that almost 

all of them tend to repeat the same views about female identity and that these ideas are firmly 

entrenched in Aristotelian thought.  

 

Through the voice of his characters, Alberti repeats the long-standing Aristotelian principles of 

gender difference and emphasises that these were the ways in which men and women had 

traditionally derived their virtue. It is the character Giannozzo who articulates many of these 

ideas as he recalls the early days of his marriage. At the heart of his argument is the belief that 

female obedience is the result of male leadership. He exemplifies the belief that a woman’s 

virtue is, essentially, the result of a complementary male virtue. In Book III, he argues that 

women will be virtuous but this is a result of good male guidance, rather than from any 

intrinsic source: “My wife certainly did turn into a perfect mother for my household. Partly 

this was the result of her particular nature and temperament, but mainly it was due to my 

instruction.”13 He repeats and expands on this idea when he argues that wives will be obedient 

if men do their job properly:  

 

All wives are thus obedient, if their husbands know how to be husbands. But some I 
see quite unwisely suppose they can win obedience and respect from a wife to whom 
they openly and abjectly subject themselves. […] Never at any moment did I choose to 
show in a word or action even the least bit of self-surrender in front of my wife. I did 
not imagine for a moment that I could hope to win obedience from one to whom I had 
confessed myself a slave. Always, therefore I showed myself virile and a real man.14 

 

Here, the conflation of masculinity with rule and femininity with obedience could not be more 

explicit. While Giannozzo repeats many Aristotelian concepts throughout the treatise, his 

views are also important for demonstrating how these concepts are mediated by context. In 

particular, we see how the idea of male rule and female political subordination and 

subservience results in a slightly different emphasis for feminine virtue that reflects the 

context of fifteenth-century Florence. While feminine virtue continues to emphasise passivity 

and obedience, there is an additional emphasis on chastity. Giannozzo tells his wife that 

nothing is as important as her chastity, telling her that “the woman’s character is the jewel of 
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her family; the mother’s purity has always been a part of the dowry she passes onto her 

daughters; her purity has always far outweighed her beauty.”15 This emphasis comes from a 

different value system. While chastity may come into Aristotle’s theory of continence, rather 

than his conception of virtue, it is not something that he deals with at any length. Instead, the 

early modern emphasis on female chastity reflects a set of social conditions whereby male rule 

and inheritance was based on the purity of the bloodline. Yet it melded easily with Aristotle’s 

principle of sex difference as it continued to perpetuate a value system that was based on male 

superiority and rule.   

 

Alberti combines these virtues to create his paradigm of feminine virtue. A woman is virtuous 

by obeying her husband and ruling within the private sphere of the household but also through 

her chastity, which goes hand in hand with the generation of heirs. Again, it is Giannozzo who 

articulates these ideas:  

 

To this I said, “Dear wife, listen to me. I shall be most pleased if you do just three 
things: first, my wife, see that you never want another man to share this bed but me. 
You understand.” She blushed and cast down her eyes. [….] The second, I said, was 
that she should take care of the household, preside over it with modesty, serenity, 
tranquillity, and peace. The third thing, I said, was that she should see that nothing 
went wrong in the house. [….] Do not imagine, my dear Lionardo, that a young girl 
can ever be very well versed in these matters. Nor is such cleverness and cunning 
required from a young girl as it is from the mother of a family. Her modesty and virtue, 
on the other hand, must be much greater. And these very qualities my wife had in 
abundance.16  

 

As King and Rabil point out, chastity was seen to be the necessary condition in insuring the 

legitimacy of children as well as insuring the integrity of the household and the transmission 

of property.17 The requirement of chastity kept women at home, silenced them, isolated them 

and left them in ignorance.18 Such a point provides the backdrop against which ideas about 

female capability and, in particular, female learning were raised.   

 

Yet at the same time that Alberti was espousing this paragon of traditional feminine virtue, the 

idea of the learned woman was beginning to gain greater visibility. Court women, such as 

Battista da Montefeltro (1384-1448), the daughter of Count Antonio da Montefeltro of Urbino 

(1349-1404), and wife of Galeazzo Malatesta of Pesaro (d.1452), were beginning to attract 

fame and distinction for their learning. In the 1420s, the Florentine humanist and, later, 
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chancellor, Leonardo Bruni (1370-1444), had written a letter to Battista, outlining a humanist 

course of study for women, now known as De studiis et litteris (On the Study of Literature). 

While this text and Battista herself will be explored later in this chapter, it is necessary to 

mention them here as they demonstrate that the idea of the learned woman was, by this time, 

familiar to a broad audience.  

 

The learned woman appears in Della famiglia. The character Lionardo Alberti, who is shown 

to have had something of a humanist education, argues: 

 

For yes, it is as you say: all marriages cannot be as I wish. Not can all wives be like 
Cornelia, the daughter of Metellus Scipio, who was married to Publius Crassus, a 
woman who was beautiful, well educated, skilled in music, geometry, and philosophy, 
and, most praiseworthy of all in a woman of such abilities and virtue, not at all haughty 
or aloof or demanding.19 

 

Lionardo claims that such a woman would be impossible to find in Renaissance Florence and 

moves on quickly, but I believe his comment is worth exploring further. It reveals something 

of a tension that Alberti faced in the creation of his paradigm of female virtue. Alberti, as a 

humanist himself, was undoubtedly aware of the concept of the erudite woman and the 

challenge it posed to the scholastic conception of the sexes. Significantly, however, he 

dismissed it in favour of the Aristotelian conception of woman, as is demonstrated by the 

arguments that Giannozzo presents above and throughout Della famiglia. Yet even if Alberti 

was not reconciled with the idea of the learned woman, Lionardo’s comment indicates that the 

idea of the educated woman was becoming a topic of currency amongst Florentines by the 

1430s and that some long-standing ideas about women were beginning to be reassessed. This 

was thanks to the extensive dissemination of Boccaccio’s 1362 treatise, De mulieribus claris 

(On Famous Women), in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This text raised the issue of 

female capability and, as Brown points out, demonstrated more than any other text of the 

period how the humanist redefinition of virtue was intended to embrace women as well as 

men.20  

 

There are more than one hundred extant manuscript copies of De mulieribus claris, in various 

stages of completion, which, as Brown points out, bespeak its popularity in the last age of the 

manuscript book.21 Moreover, although the text was written in Latin, for a very learned 

readership, Brown and Franklin both point out that it began to be translated into various 
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vernaculars almost as soon as the Latin text started to circulate.22 As Franklin notes, the text’s 

translation from Latin into vernacular Italian and French in the late fourteenth to early fifteenth 

centuries ensured that De mulieribus claris had a rapid diffusion throughout Europe and 

outside scholarly circles.23 She demonstrates that De mulieribus claris, in both its Latin and 

vernacular forms, appeared in the libraries of ruling dynasties such as the Sforza in Milan and 

the Este in Ferrara, as well as those of Florentine scholars and leaders such as Niccolò Niccoli 

(1364-1437), Coluccio Salutati (1331-1406) and Palla Strozzi (1372-1462).24 In addition to 

these manuscripts, various editions of De mulieribus claris were published in European 

vernacular languages after the first printed edition in Latin was produced in Ulm in 1473.25   

 

 

The Beginning of a New Feminine Paradigm 

 

The wide dissemination of De mulieribus claris is particularly pertinent when considering the 

rethinking of feminine virtue over the course of the fifteenth century because Boccaccio’s text 

played a significant role in this change. As the first compendium of biographies in Western 

culture devoted exclusively to women, De mulieribus claris is regarded as the “foundation” 

text of early modern discourses on women.26 It initiates a new discourse on female 

achievement and instigates a nascent feminine paradigm. Boccaccio’s one-hundred-and-six 

biographies focus on women who had won fame through their “manly” activities, particularly 

for intellectual and literary endeavours or political and military leadership.27 Boccaccio writes 

in the Preface that he was inspired to write his treatise after reading Petrarch’s De viris 

illustribus (On Illustrious Men) (1340s) which had re-established the classical tradition of 

compendia of famous men. He notes his surprise that there was nothing similar dedicated to 

women, even though “lengthier histories show clearly that some women have performed acts 

requiring vigour and courage.”28 His text is organised chronologically, starting with Eve, and 

then focuses primarily on classical women, both goddesses and human heroines from history 

or legend. Heroines from the Old and New Testaments are not included, with Boccaccio 
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stating in the Preface that the “two groups do not harmonise very well with each other, and 

they appear to proceed in different ways.”29 Instead, Boccaccio considers other women from 

post-biblical history, finishing with six examples of modern women.30 The text culminates in 

the biography of the queen of Naples, Giovanna I of Anjou, a woman of his own time, which, 

as will be discussed, relates primarily to the circumstances in which he presented the work to 

its original audience. 

 

Of particular relevance to my argument are Boccaccio’s biographies of a number of learned 

women from antiquity. I contend that through some of the last biographies that he wrote, 

Boccaccio was able to present the emerging humanist agenda for the expansion of feminine 

virtue to include learning. He offers a number of ancient exemplars and, in doing so, he 

positions learning as a worthy activity for women, as Cox has noted.31 He praises Nicaula (the 

biblical Queen of Sheba) for being “wonderfully learned in the natural sciences” (periturarum 

scienta).32 Similarly, the orator Hortensia is praised for her eloquence, for her “elegant and 

seemly flow of language [which] deserved to be extolled” (extollenda loquacitas).33 Of the 

ancient poets, Sappho is praised for her “spiritual and intellectual fervour” (fervore animi et 

ingenii) and her “diligent study” (studio vigili)34 while Proba is praised for “her knowledge of 

literature” (literarum notitia).35 Yet, although Boccaccio praises some of these women at 

length, it is important to acknowledge that he does so by pointing out their difference, their 

exceptionality, from the rest of womankind. He highlights these women’s achievements by 

arguing that they are beyond “womanish concerns” (muliebria) and uses descriptions 

traditionally associated with masculine achievement.36 In the case of Proba he writes: “If we 

reflect on normal feminine practice (femineos mores), the distaff, the needle and the loom 

would have been sufficient for Proba, had she wanted to lead an idle life like the majority of 

her sex.”37 Similarly, he writes of Nicaula that “[d]espite the pleasures which riches can bring, 

[…she] did not abandon herself to idleness or feminine luxury.”38 
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It is the derogatory qualifiers in passages like these – and many others – that have been so 

problematic for both feminist and literary commentators, as was discussed in the Introduction. 

It is here that Cox’s position for considering these texts within their original context comes 

into play.39 As the first discourse of its kind, it is perhaps not surprising that De mulieribus 

claris does not advocate for the social and political change that Benson, for example, thinks it 

should. When this text is considered within its original context, it is evident that the humanist 

redefinition of female virtue in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was not straightforward. 

As Kolsky argues, incorporating female biographies into the development of humanism and 

rewriting previous discourses on women was not a linear process.40 Boccaccio had to grapple 

not only with the implications of a re-evaluation of female capability but also with more basic 

issues of how to express ideas around that capability. Within this context, the strong moral 

overtones of De mulieribus claris begin to make more sense. Boccaccio was still influenced by 

a strong moralizing culture and long-standing Aristotelian conceptions of women. Although he 

attempted to move away from these perceptions and to create a place for female achievement, 

he nevertheless considered such examples exceptional. As Cox points out, Boccaccio’s 

remarks are important in the history of proto-feminist writings because they emphasise that 

female success was commendable given the limitations society placed on women’s activity.41 I 

take this a step further to suggest that it is in his examples of contemporary female success that 

Boccaccio makes his point especially relevant. 

 

This becomes considerably clearer through a close study of the last biographies that Boccaccio 

wrote. I suggest that through an examination of the various redactions of the text, we see 

Boccaccio articulating the humanist agenda of which he and Petrarch were the earliest 

proponents. Boccaccio had compiled most of the biographies for his treatise in the summer of 

1361.42 In June 1362, he was invited to visit the Neapolitan court by Niccolò Acciaiuoli (1310-

1365), a Florentine merchant who had achieved great success there, being knighted by King 

Robert and, in 1348, becoming the grand seneschal, or master of the royal household. Upon 

receiving the invitation, Boccaccio prepared to present his latest work – De mulieribus claris – 

to his hosts, although it was still unfinished. Scholars who have studied the different 

redactions of the text have established that a number of biographies and the dedication were 

added to the treatise after receipt of the invitation but before Boccaccio visited Naples.43 This 
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includes the biography of the Roman poet Cornificia; the biography of Camiola, a 

noblewoman prepared to remarry; the biography of the only living subject, Queen Giovanna I 

d’Anjou of Naples (1327-1382), whom Boccaccio identifies as his ideal dedicatee; and the 

actual dedication to Andrea Acciaiuoli, sister of Niccolò, and a woman of some power.44 It is 

significant that all these late additions refer to women who were contemporary or near 

contemporary with Boccaccio. Scholars have not heretofore acknowledged that in these late 

additions, apart from Cornificia, we see Boccaccio recognising that exceptional women do not 

belong only to antiquity, and that contemporary women, too, can be exceptional. There was an 

awareness that women can and do exist who challenge society’s constraints on women, and 

Boccaccio’s readiness to make a place for them is significant.  

 

This willingness to make a place for contemporary exceptional woman permeates the 

dedication. In the first paragraph, Boccaccio makes the point that as the text is about famous 

women, it makes sense that the book is dedicated to “some distinguished lady” rather than a 

prince.45 While he notes that he thought first of Queen Giovanna, “that radiant splendour of 

Italy, that unique glory not only of women but of rulers,” he writes that her “royal lustre is so 

dazzling and the flickering fame of my little book so small and weak.”46 He considers Andrea 

to be a more appropriate recipient. Of his dedicatee, he writes  

 

as I noted your generosity of soul and your powers of intellect far surpassing the 
endowments of womankind; as I saw that what nature has denied the weaker sex God 
has freely instilled in your breast and complemented with marvellous virtues to the 
point where he willed you to be known by the name you bear (andres being the Greek 
equivalent of the Latin word for ‘men’).47  

 

Again, we see the conflict between traditional and nascent paradigms of women. Boccaccio 

still refers to women as the “weaker sex” but at the same time, Andrea is an example of a 

woman who transcends her sex. As Franklin has pointed out, Boccaccio effectively makes 

Andrea an honorary male.48 Franklin acknowledges that for some modern critics such praise 

may effectively undermine the accomplishments of praiseworthy women but notes that 

distinguishing a woman from the ordinary members of her sex was the highest compliment 

that Boccaccio could offer. She contends that for Boccaccio, there could be no higher praise 

for an exceptional woman than to suggest that she differs from other women in her very 
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essence.49 As was discussed in the Introduction, women like Queen Giovanna in particular, but 

also Andrea, posed a threat to the traditionally-held scholastic conception of the sexes. In a 

culture that valued male over female virtue, there was no existing framework or language to 

consider Andrea’s achievements in feminine terms.  

 

This is important to acknowledge because it can be tempting to dismiss Boccaccio’s attempts 

to find a place for contemporary women as purely strategic. There is no doubt that in 

appealing to Andrea and Queen Giovanna, Boccaccio was hoping to win their favour and, 

ultimately, their patronage. Scholars have noted the various ways that these late additions 

respond directly to his audience. Brown and Franklin have pointed out how, for example, 

Boccaccio “softens” his text to make it appealing to both Andrea and Queen Giovanna. In 

particular, they cite the addition of Camiola, a Sienese widow living in Sicily during the reign 

of Giovanna’s grandfather, King Robert, who was prepared to remarry. They demonstrate that 

the insertion of this biography accommodated the fact that both Andrea and the Queen had 

remarried. Boccaccio’s original text contained “numerous exhortations to women to preserve 

their illustrious widowhood,” along with harsh condemnations of those who had remarried.50 

In adding the biography of Camiola before the work was presented in Naples, Boccaccio made 

the text appealing to his audience and ensured that his ideal readership would not feel 

censured. In this regard, it is also noteworthy that Queen Giovanna’s biography immediately 

follows Camiola’s.  

 

However, the inclusion of these elements was not simply a way for Boccaccio to recommend 

himself to new patrons. While most of the late additions related specifically to them, the 

biography of Cornificia did not. Her biography contains one of the most important passages in 

the whole of the treatise for its message on the role of learning in female achievement. 

Boccaccio emphasises his subject’s difference from her sex, noting that she has “[rejected] the 

distaff.”51 He goes beyond this, however, to encourage women to study, arguing that they are 

just as capable as men of learning. He writes:  

 

How glorious it is for a woman to scorn womanish concerns and to turn her mind to the 
study of great poets! […] As if they were born for idleness and for the marriage bed, 
they convince themselves that they are useful only for the embraces of men, for giving 
birth, and for raising children. Yet if women are willing to apply themselves to study, 
they share with men the ability to do everything that makes men famous. 
 

                                                
49 Ibid. 
50 Brown, Famous Women, xv; Franklin, Boccaccio's Heroines, 54-55. 
51 Boccaccio, Famous Women, 344. 



 47 

Cornificia did not waste the powers Nature had given her. By means of talent and hard 
work, she succeeded in rising above her sex, and with her splendid effort she acquired 
for herself fame that is perpetual and rare precisely because it stands for an excellence 
few men have equalled.52  

 

Again, Boccaccio presents womankind generally in fairly Aristotelian terms but if we can set 

that aside as a contextual limitation, the message he presents is of great significance. As 

Franklin points out, Boccaccio’s declaration here is unique to De mulieribus claris.53 Nowhere 

else does he so explicitly argue for a place for learned women. While Franklin points out the 

antithetical nature of this passage in comparison to the tone of many of the biographies,54 it 

needs to be questioned why Boccaccio chose to add it at this late stage. It does not relate to his 

specific audience in the same way as his other additions. I suggest that as the treatise neared 

completion, Boccaccio saw an opportunity to present the Petrarchan humanist agenda as it 

related to women. As explored in the Introduction, humanists saw education as a foundation 

on which to build a new conception of virtue.55 While Christianity remained the path to 

salvation, the Greeks and Romans provided the most fruitful examples of virtuous behaviour.56 

Boccaccio writes as much in the dedication, where he compels Andrea to combine her 

Christian virtues with those of ancient women: 

 

Whenever you, who profess the Christian religion, read that a pagan woman has some 
quality which you feel you lack, blush and reproach yourself that, although marked 
with the baptism of Christ, you have let yourself be surpassed by a pagan in probity or 
chastity or resolution. Summon up the powers of your already strong character and do 
not allow yourself to be outdone, but strive to outdo all women in noble virtues.57 

 

Here we see how humanism expands the paradigm of feminine virtue. While Christian 

morality – that is, probity and chastity – remain essential virtues for any woman, for 

Boccaccio learning is the means through which contemporary women could achieve fame, as 

is made evident through his exhortation in Cornificia’s biography. Although Boccaccio does 

not emphasise chastity particularly in his ancient exemplars, he emphasises that it remains 

essential for contemporary women who would embody an expanded feminine paradigm. Here, 

we find the beginnings of the expansion of feminine virtue that gains momentum in the 

fifteenth century. Although Boccaccio is still influenced by a medieval conception of women, 

it is his encouragement of female learning, in combination with his awareness that capable 
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women exist within the courts, and his willingness to make a place for them despite society’s 

constraints on them that is significant. As Brown argues, Boccaccio was the first to articulate 

that it is appropriate to recognise the contributions of women to art, literature and public 

affairs, an idea that went on to find much stronger expression in the Renaissance.58 

 
 

The Education of Women in the Studia Humanitatis and the Emergence of Learned 

Women 
 

Despite Boccaccio’s encouragement of female learning, he does not explicitly articulate how 

this should take place. It was left to later humanists to define the humanist curriculum and to 

explain how it could accommodate women. James Hankins argues that it was Leonardo Bruni, 

more than anyone, who brought the cultural programme of the early humanists to fruition.59 

Bruni outlined the content of a woman’s humanistic education in detail in De studiis et litteris 

(On the Study of Literature) (1422-1429). This is significant in itself because it demonstrates 

the extent to which humanists believed that this new learning was as relevant for women as 

men. As mentioned earlier, the letter is addressed to Battista da Montefeltro, who was 

humanistically educated and one of the most visible learned women of her time.  

 

Jennifer D. Webb summarises that Battista had been educated alongside her brother, 

Guidantonio da Montefeltro, at her family’s court at Urbino, but that her interest in the studia 

humanitatis matured after she married in 1405 and moved to Pesaro, a city with a rich tradition 

of learning, which attracted humanists such as the Florentine chancellor, Coluccio Salutati, 

and Pietro Turchi.60 Her father-in-law, Malatesta Malatesta (d.1429) appears to have 

encouraged her study as well as the development of her vernacular poetic practice.61 Cox 

contends that Battista’s earliest vernacular poems probably date to the first years of her 

marriage while a series of verses appears to date to later in her life. Alongside this vernacular 

work is a corpus of Latin writings, written in the course of her public duty as ruler-consort of 
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Pesaro.62 It is evident that Battista’s learning was encouraged both as a young girl and as a 

wife. She stands as a prominent counter example, then, to the earlier scholarship by King and 

Rabil that argues that Latin-centred learning was cultivated only prior to marriage, within 

families that valued learning, but that there “was simply no place for the learned woman in the 

social environment of Renaissance Italy.”63 Cox argues, however, that there is no evidence to 

suggest that learning was confined to the period before marriage in the case of learned women 

from ruling dynasties.64 She demonstrates that the humanist construction of the learned woman 

was a direct response to the position of court women, particularly those from ruling 

dynasties.65 Along with Cecil H. Clough and Webb, Cox points out that court women needed 

to be prepared for the roles they would go on to play at other courts, specifically that of ruler, 

either in absence of their husbands or as regents for their sons.66 The placement of women in 

such powerful roles challenged the scholastic conception of the sexes. In arguing that they 

needed an education in the studia humanitatis in order that they, too, could rule virtuously, 

humanists effectively created a significant place for such women. In outlining a curriculum of 

learning for women, Bruni responded to this problem and creates a space in which more 

women like Battista might develop. 

 

There is some uncertainly around when Bruni composed his letter to Battista, with some older 

scholars dating it as early as the year of her marriage in 1405.67 Modern scholars seem to be in 

agreement that it was written in the 1420s, however.68 Certainly by the time it was written, 

Battista had a well-established reputation as a learned woman, which Bruni acknowledges, 

writing of the “many successive reports of your wonderful virtues […] of those innate powers 

of which I have heard so much that is excellent […].”69 There is no question in Bruni’s mind 

that this talent should be cultivated. He writes: 

 

It is not fitting that such understanding and intellectual power as you possess were 
given you in vain, not fitting that you should be satisfied with mediocrity; such gifts 
expect and encourage the highest excellence. And your glory will be all the brighter for 
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[…] you live in these times when learning has so far decayed that it is regarded as 
positively miraculous to meet a learned man, let alone a woman.”70  

 

While Bruni acknowledges that learned women are a rarity, the emergence of a highly visible 

learned woman within a generation of the dissemination of Boccaccio’s treatise is worth 

emphasising. It demonstrates that the humanist challenge was not simply theoretical and that it 

was closely intertwined with the emergence of a small but visible group of highly capable 

women.  

 

Rather than spelling out a full educational programme, however, Bruni outlines which authors 

to read and how to read them. Reflecting the key tenets of humanism, he places particular 

emphasis on the wide reading of classical texts in Latin. He specifically outlines that “only the 

best and most approved authors” should be read, including the Christian authors Augustine, 

Jerome, and Lactantius Firmianus, as well as any good translations of works by the Greek 

Doctors of the Church.71 In terms of secular literature, he encourages the reading of Cicero, 

Virgil, Livy, Sallust and Homer. Throughout the letter, Bruni points out the benefits of 

studying such texts: not only does a wide familiarity with classical texts ensure that “the 

intellect is trained and nourished” but it is also the means to becoming a well-rounded 

person.72 As Bruni writes later, 

 

It is necessary to read and comprehend a great deal, and to bestow great pains on the 
philosophers, the poets, the orators and historians and all the other writers. For thus 
comes that full and sufficient knowledge we need to appear eloquent, well-rounded, 
refined, and widely cultivated.73  

 

In addition, Bruni argues that the ancients are to be studied not simply as a scholarly exercise 

but because they offer moral and intellectual precepts by which contemporary society should 

live. He argues that ancient literature abounds with examples of wise and noble behaviour – 

that is, virtue – for a contemporary audience. He states this quite explicitly when he writes 

about secular literature: 

 

She should understand their beliefs about happiness: whether virtue is in itself 
sufficient for happiness, or whether torture, poverty, exile, or prison can impede our 
progress toward it. […] Believe me, such subjects as these are beautiful and 
intellectually rewarding. They are valuable not only for the guidance they give us in 
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life, but they also supply us with a certain marvellous variety of expression for every 
kind of writing and speaking.74 

 

Here Bruni emphasises a key concern of humanism that classical literature offers extensive 

examples of noble behaviour, as well as models for discourse.  

 

In taking this approach, the programme of learning that Bruni details for women is much the 

same as what he proposes for young male humanists in other documents. In fact, in his letter to 

the young Florentine patrician, Niccolò Strozzi (1413-1477), written in 1431 or 1434, he 

explicitly refers Niccolò to the letter to Battista because “I set out, or at least implied, a 

programme of learning.”75 This is worth underscoring, as one of the criticisms that have been 

levelled against Bruni is that he outlines a different programme for male learning and female 

learning. The biggest area of contention is Bruni’s seeming reluctance for learned women to 

speak in the public arena. King and Rabil argue that although Bruni supported female learning, 

he was against its public display.76 Certainly this is an issue that Bruni discusses and, given the 

debate, it is worth quoting Bruni in some detail. He writes: 

 

An ardent and well-motivated person like this needs, I think, to be applauded and 
spurred on in some directions, while in others she must be reined in and called back. 
Disciplines there are, which it is not fitting to ignore completely, yet it is by no means 
glorious to completely master. In geometry and arithmetic, for example, if she should 
waste great deal of time worrying about their subtle obscurities, I would seize her and 
tear her away from them. I would do the same in astrology, and even, perhaps in the art 
of rhetoric.  
 
I make this last point with some hesitation, since if any living men have laboured in 
this art, I profess myself to be of their number. […] For why should the subtleties of 
[…] a thousand other rhetorical conundrums consume the powers of a woman, who 
will never see the forum? […] The contests of the forum, like those of warfare and 
battle, are the sphere of men. Hers will not be the task of learning to speak for and 
against witnesses […].77 

 

When this second paragraph is taken in isolation, it does appear that Bruni believes that there 

are some areas where women will never have a place, which could be interpreted as Bruni 

limiting the scope of female learning. But when considered in relation to the first paragraph 

and the essay as a whole, I would suggest that Bruni is referring to a very specific branch of 

rhetoric and its place in the hierarchy of subjects as they relate to humanist concerns for both 
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male and female students. In particular, Bruni speaks against the kind of argumentation that 

takes place in legal battles or highly academic debates where the focus is simply on winning. 

At least twice in the essay, Bruni highlights religion and moral philosophy as the two key 

areas of study for humanists.78 In choosing to take such a position, he emphasises the humanist 

belief in the superiority of the humanities over the law, although he acknowledges that he 

himself had started by studying law.  In the letter he writes to Niccolò Strozzi, Bruni makes his 

point, arguing strongly against the study of law. While he acknowledges that it is more 

“saleable,” he argues that the humanities are more useful and more dignified because the study 

of the humanities is concerned with creating men that are inherently good and virtuous.79 In 

contrast, he argues,  

 

“[…] civil law has nothing to do with this. […] A good man will discharge his 
obligations and observe the directions of a testator even if it does not fulfil the 
formalities of having seven witnesses […]. Furthermore, goodness and virtue are 
invaluable […].”80  

 

Bruni again articulates that key concern of humanism with creating moral citizens who will do 

the right thing inherently, rather than because it is law. He concludes with the comment that  

“[…] to study the civil law is sheer boredom, which is why the ancients, with perfect truth, 

named it the ‘yawning science’.”81 While Bruni did believe that the study of rhetoric was 

useful in that it could offer examples of virtuous behaviour, his comments on rhetoric should 

be seen specifically in the context of the law, a point also made by Cox, rather than as 

evidence of him excluding the public display of learning by women.82  

 

I would further argue that parts of Bruni’s text demonstrate that it was actually appropriate for 

learned women to display their learning. In the final paragraphs of the treatise he writes: 

 
Needed too is a well-developed and respectable literary skill of our own. For the two 
together reinforce each other and are mutually beneficial. Literary skill without 
knowledge, however extensive, fades into the shadows without the glorious lamp of 
literature. Of what advantage is it to know many fine things if one has neither the 
ability to talk of them with distinction or write of them with praise? And so, literary 
skill and factual knowledge are wedded to each other.83 
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Here Bruni explicitly states that learning alone is not enough and that it must be 

complemented by the ability to express one’s ideas, whether through discourse or writing. For 

Bruni, then, a learned woman is one who is able to articulate her learning. In this, she is 

“doubly educated.”84 Bruni’s position stresses the extent to which males and females should be 

given the same education. I suggest he actually enables contemporary women to achieve fame 

for their learning in the same way as men. Such a point is further appropriate to the context of 

portraiture, which could provide another way in which a learned woman might display her 

learning.  

 

It is significant in this regard, then, that several of Battista da Montefeltro’s female heirs went 

on to achieve recognition as learned women, including her granddaughter, Costanza Varano, 

who was famed for her role as poetess, for her orations and for establishing educational 

programming in Pesaro;85 her great-granddaughter Battista Sforza (1446-1472), who was 

praised for her fluency in Latin and Greek as well as her ability to rule Montefeltro during her 

husband’s absences; and Vittoria Colonna, Battista Sforza’s granddaughter, and Battista 

Malatesta’s great-great-great-granddaughter, and the most visible of all female vernacular 

poets in the Renaissance.86 It is also worth mentioning Battista Sforza’s cousin, Ippolita Sforza 

(1445—1488), with whom Battista Sforza was educated after the death of Battista’s mother, 

and who continued to dedicate herself to learning after her marriage to King Alfonso II of 

Aragon. In addition, the wife of Battista Sforza’s son Guidobaldo, Elisabetta Gonzaga, was a 

learned woman, trained in the studia humanitatis and highly visible to posterity thanks to her 

central role in Il cortegiano (The Book of the Courtier).  

 

 

Female Cultivation of Female Learning 

 

Although Battista may have been a rarity when Bruni wrote his letter in the 1420s, the 

pedigree of this lineage demonstrates how the learned woman became increasingly accepted 

and more visible over the course of the fifteenth century. Yet, even if we take these women’s 

roles as consorts into account, this does not fully explain the level of learning they achieved or 

the extent of their engagement with it, and Cox acknowledges that this dynasty of women was 

unusual in its level of commitment to learning.87 Indeed, the level of learning embraced by this 

female dynasty indicates an inherent value given to learning in and of itself: rather than seeing 
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an education in the studia humanitatis simply as a necessity for their roles as dynastic 

consorts, these women saw learning as an integral part of their virtue – that is, they embodied 

learned virtue. Certainly, the balancing of erudition with chastity and piety is the way this 

nascent paradigm had been outlined by the humanists but, increasingly, over the fifteenth 

century, we find examples of learned women expressing this idea themselves. In 1442, 

Costanza Varano wrote a letter and a hexameter poem, both in Latin, to the female humanist 

and her contemporary, Isotta Nogarola. In both of these, Costanza expresses the extent of 

Isotta’s learning and singles it out as her most important achievement. In the letter, she writes: 

 

After I had read over and over again your most elegant letters, most learned Isotta, 
[…]. I was moved by the style of your speech to express how much I am affected by 
love for you in a letter, although without style, both because of the meagreness of my 
talent and because I am little experienced in eloquence. […]  
 
I congratulate you, you who have made it all the way to the highest peaks to the great 
glory and splendour of your name. For nothing can be more useful and profitable to 
ladies than to put aside the pleasures of the body and strive with all our might toward 
those things that fortune cannot make fall. […] You have also noted down that passage 
for our Cicero’s On duties: “We are all drawn and led to a desire for thought and 
knowledge. In this we think it good to excel, but we consider it evil and base to slip, 
err, be deceived, and be ignorant” [Cic. Off. 1.18]. Nor did this point elude the great 
orator Quintilian in his Fundamentals of Oratory: “For as birds are born to flight, 
horses to racing, and wild beasts to savagery, so a certain activeness and skill of mind 
is proper to us” [Quint. 1.1.1]. […] So it comes about that you are to be judged not 
inferior to the most learned ladies of old, of whom there was no small multitude in the 
former age: such as Aspasia, Cornelia daughter of Scipio, Elphe, and others whom this 
is not the place to mention […].88 

 

Although Costanza begins by expressing her lack of talent, the letter demonstrates her own 

learning, not simply through her ability to write Latin but through her many references to 

classical texts, with which she was obviously familiar. In her references to Cicero and 

Quintilian, Costanza chooses quotations that highlight that learning is virtuous, even 

instinctive, for both men and women. In juxtaposing these sentiments with her earlier 

comments about women, she emphasises that it is through learning that women, too, derive 

their worth. In going on to compare Isotta’s learning with that of classical learned women, she 

evokes Boccaccio’s De mulieribus claris and places Isotta into such a tradition. In the poem 

that she includes with the letter, however, she looks forward to the next generation of learned 

women and positions Isotta in an ongoing continuum of learned women.  

 

Your sweet letter, Isotta, has been fixed 
In my breast and no age, however long, will be able to destroy it. 
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O Verona, town most fertile with your fruits, 
Now this girl will draw more praises than the poet Catullus. 
For he, your famous child, flourished in an age 
wherein men indulged in the wakeful Muse with study. 
In this age you are most famous for surpassing learned men, 
Hence, for the number of your virtues with which you shine, 
You should know that I am attached to you, nor do I think  
our age is as decadent, as I used to. 
The flame of ancient light has been placed safe 
in the hidden recesses of your mind. How happy, I think,  
are your parents, to whom you, their daughter, add elegance  
equally of manners and equally of sweet wisdom. 
And if the Omnipotent allowed by chance any sister,  
O lucky girl! She will be able later on in your footsteps  
to take the way with the right path and come with easy flight  
to the sacred waters of Parnassus, and taught by her sister’s  
gift she will compose poems with a sweet-speaking plectrum,  
she will write exceptional prose as the stars applaud.89  

 

In finishing with the image of Isotta passing on her knowledge to a sister, Costanza creates a 

scenario in which more learned women will emerge, encouraged and supported by a lineage of 

such women. Such an image is particularly appropriate given that both Costanza and Isotta 

were from families that valued, facilitated and supported their ongoing learning.  

 

Isotta Nogarola, too, came from a family that had begun to establish a tradition of learned 

women. Her aunt, Angela Nogarola d’Arco of Verona (died c.1436), had received a humanist 

education, as is evidenced by a number of extant poems by her, from both before and after her 

marriage.90 The extent to which Isotta’s family encouraged her learning is demonstrated by the 

fact that they supported her in her choice neither to marry nor to enter a convent but to take up 

the life of a scholar. As King and Robin point out, it was simply not conceivable for a woman 

of Isotta’s standing to live alone as a never-married adult and no other examples are known at 

this time.91 While Isotta’s decision was highly unconventional in the fifteenth century, it 

nevertheless emphasises the extent to which individual families valued female learning. There 

is no doubt that it would have required family support, and King and Robin argue that it must 

have been Isotta’s mother who not only permitted Isotta’s secular vocation but fostered it.92 At 

the same time, however, Isotta’s unique situation should not be seen to reflect a situation 

whereby marriage was not compatible with learning. As has been noted above, many learned 

women carried on with their studies after marriage. 
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Costanza’s letter to Isotta is significant for demonstrating how learned women began to 

support each other and create something of a community amongst themselves. These women 

are aware that they embody a nascent feminine paradigm that places their learning, alongside 

their chastity, at the centre of their virtue. This awareness and this community grew stronger 

over the second half of the fifteenth century, as is demonstrated by a series of letters between 

Cassandra Fedele, who Robin argues was perhaps the best known female scholar and humanist 

living in Europe by the end of the fifteenth century, and her network of other learned women 

and powerful female patrons.93 Unfortunately, little of her work is extant, with only some 

epistles and orations surviving. The letters are significant, however, both for demonstrating the 

extent to which Fedele’s correspondence is similar to that of any fifteenth-century male 

humanist and for giving insight into her views on learned virtue. In particular, the 

correspondence demonstrates how these women supported and fostered each other’s learning. 

In October 1492, Fedele wrote a brief joint letter to the Florentine humanist Alessandra Scala 

(1475-1506) and her father, the Florentine chancellor, Bartolomeo (1430-1497):  

 

Those who sing your praises have come to us, and so now your name is held in the 
highest esteem here in this city. Marvellous and almost incredible things are reported 
to us about your genius (ingenio), your learning (doctrina) and your character 
(moribus). Therefore I congratulate and thank you because you adorn not only our sex 
but this age of ours as well.94 

 

It is significant that the words that are used to describe this female humanist are the same as 

those used by Boccaccio and those that were also used to describe male virtue, demonstrating 

the extent to which female virtue had expanded over the century. What is especially notable 

here is that Fedele celebrates Alessandra Scala’s erudition in and of itself. There is no 

patronising or derogatory qualifier. In addition, there is no reference to chastity. This 

celebration of female erudition indicates that these women were cognisant of the fact that they 

were participating in the new category of woman as intellect. This is further evident in letters 

and replies that Fedele herself received.  

 

In 1488, Eleonora of Aragon (1450-1493), Duchess of Ferrara, wrote an encomium of 

Cassandra in Latin: 
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We have read your sweetest letters, which are exemplary, Cassandra, of the eloquence 
and learning not of a young woman but of an old man and seasoned orator. […] In the 
same way we admire and love you, a maiden pure in your unaffected manners, graced 
with remarkable eloquence (singulari eloquentia), and endowed with extraordinary 
virtues (egregijs virtutibus) We judge you worthy of every praise. You are fortunate 
and blessed because you are filled with such heavenly and sacred graces and gifts that 
you are, even at so tender an age, an ornament to our sex.95  

 

Robin notes that such an encomium by an important female patron is “unusual” and I would 

add that it bespeaks Fedele’s achievements and demonstrates that esteem in which her female 

contemporaries held her.96 Here, Eleonora praises Fedele’s chastity alongside her learning but 

what we consistently see is that these women are being praised with traditionally masculine 

adjectives such as virtus. In a similar letter, written by Beatrice Sforza (1475-1497), 

Eleonora’s daughter, Beatrice places a similar emphasis on Fedele’s learned virtue. Fedele had 

written a letter of congratulation to Beatrice on the birth of her child and Beatrice replied in 

Latin in April 1493. She writes,  

 

Not only do I not think you should be blamed for daring to write me, but I thank you 
instead, as I ought. For you, whom I respect for your great virtue (virtutem) and 
because you alone have ennobled the female sex in our time through your great 
knowledge of literature […].97  

 

The use of virtutem here demonstrates the extent to which feminine virtue has been redefined 

and, moreover, accepted by those with a humanist education. Beatrice’s letter and Eleonora’s 

encomium both state that, as an accomplished woman, Fedele honours her sex. While this 

could be written off as a trope, borrowed from male encomia, Ross observes that this 

seemingly standard compliment represents a new attitude to being female. Being a learned 

woman is a source of pride to the female sex.98 Although male writers such as Boccaccio and 

Bruni had initiated the emergence of the learned woman onto the literary stage, Ross 

emphasises that it is quite another matter to find these ideas articulated by women themselves. 

She argues that the celebration of learned women by women suggests a growing courage in 

asserting themselves as members of this group.99 Indeed, these letters reveal a growing and 

shared awareness that they could be defined by a new set of virtues that centre specifically on 

erudition, learning and literature. In articulating that it was in Fedele’s learned virtue that she 

honoured her sex, this letter makes it apparent how far female virtue and capability had been 

revised over the fifteenth century. No longer is intellect considered something that is an 
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exclusively masculine virtue. Rather, it is something that dignifies the female sex and, 

moreover, allows for female pride in her own sex.  

 

 

Women as the Intellectual Equal of Men 
 

This establishment of a community of learned women that celebrated each other’s 

achievements led some women to advance the idea that women were the intellectual equals of 

men. In Costanza Varano’s poem to Isotta Nogarola above, Costanza even claims that Isotta 

has surpassed men in learning. When taken in conjunction with the following line, Costanza 

makes an explicit connection between Isotta’s superior learning and her many virtues: “In this 

age you are most famous for surpassing learned men, / Hence, for the number of your virtues 

with which you shine (virtutem numero).”100 Isotta’s virtue is derived from her level of 

learning, which is superior to that of many men. While Parker points out that such a comment 

is exceptional, it is noteworthy given that Isotta was able to present herself as at least the 

intellectual equal of a male counterpart in her most important work, Dialogue on the Equal or 

Unequal Sin of Eve and Adam (1451).101 This is a philosophical work in which the author 

discusses the relative guilt of Adam and Eve with the Venetian humanist Ludovico Foscarini 

(1409-1480).  

 

Written in Latin, it is presented as a conversation carried out through a series of letters, 

beginning with “Ludovico’s” invitation to “Isotta” to undertake an epistolary exchange 

concerning the respective gravity of Adam’s and Eve’s sins.102 The character “Isotta” 

supposedly represents the real Isotta’s views, as well as the female point of view in general, 

while “Ludovico” plays the role of Adam’s advocate. Throughout the dialogue, the author, 

whom I will refer to as Nogarola to distinguish her from the character Isotta, emphasises the 

intellectual equality of both interlocutors. This is partly due to the inherent structure of a 

dialogue, which allows one person to state his or her argument and then gives the other a 

chance to make a rebuttal. Given that this dialogue occurs between a male scholar and a 

female scholar, however, the message of equality is particularly potent. As Ross points out, the 

academic dialogue had hitherto been quintessentially male.103 Yet throughout the text, Isotta is 

portrayed as Ludovico’s equal in learning and articulacy. Ludovico calls attention to this, 

opening and closing his first rebuttal by acknowledging the subtleties of Isotta’s argument and 
                                                
100 Parker, "Costanza Varano," 44-45. 
101 Ibid., 32. 
102 Ross, Birth of Feminism, 145. 
103 Ibid. 



 59 

the depth of her learning. In the concluding speech of the dialogue, Ludovico states 

unreservedly that Isotta is endowed with both literary skill and intellectual capacity and is 

every bit his equal. He writes: 

 

So divinely have you encompassed the whole of this problem that your words seem to 
have been drawn not from the fonts of philosophy and theology but from heaven itself. 
Hence they are worthy of praise [...]. [...] I speak to you who are most learned 
(peritissimam). For you do not need me to guide you, for whom, because of your great 
goodness, the path ahead is perfectly bright and clear. [...] Although others may find 
that my writings suffer from the defect of obscurity, if you who are most brilliant 
accept them and join them to what you and I have already written, our views will 
become known and will sparkle and shine amid the shadows. And if what I have 
written is clumsy, by your skill you will make it worthy of your mind, virtue and glory 
(ingenio, virtute, gloria tua) you who march forward ever to new battles to the sound 
of sacred eloquence (as do soldiers to the clamour of trumpets), always more learned 
and more ready.104  

 

In emphasising Isotta’s mind, virtue and glory, Ludovico repeats the idea of learned virtue as 

the amalgam of erudition with Christian virtue. More than that, however, he demonstrates that, 

ultimately, this is the dominant theme of the dialogue, as Ross observes.105 Throughout the 

debate, Isotta uses philology to demonstrate her erudition. She draws on a wide range of texts 

including the Bible, Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Augustine’s On Nature and Grace and The 

Literal Meaning of Genesis, Gregory’s Moralium libri and Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae, 

interweaving them in typical humanist fashion.106 There is no doubt that she is a scholar of 

equal ability to Ludovico, who equally draws on a wide array of sources, and it is in this 

capacity that the Dialogue is so important to discussions on female capability. Isotta is 

revealed to the reader as a powerful example of female intellect and ability. This stands in 

stark contrast to the arguments Isotta herself presents in the dialogue. The central tenet of 

Isotta’s argument is that God made Eve an imperfect, less intelligent creature and that she is 

consequently less accountable than Adam, whom God made perfect. As Isotta points out in her 

restatement and clarification,  

 

But Eve’s ignorance was implanted by nature, of which nature God himself is the 
author and founder. In many people it is seen that he who knows less sins less, like a 
boy who sins less than an old man or peasant less than a noble. […] 
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The same is true of imperfection. For when gifts increase, greater responsibility is 
imposed. When God created man, from the beginning he created him perfect and the 
powers of his soul perfect and gave him a greater understanding and knowledge of 
truth as well as a greater depth of wisdom. […] 
 
Therefore it appears that Adam’s sin was greater than Eve’s. As Ambrose says, “In 
him to whom a more indulgent liberality has been shown, insolence is more 
inexcusable.”107 

 

While Isotta’s argument appears to demean Eve and womankind as a whole, it is important to 

consider the argument from the context in which Nogarola was writing – a context in which 

the long-standing Aristotelian ideas about female inferiority were only just being questioned. 

In addition, original sin was believed to derive more from Eve than from Adam. Essentially, 

then, Nogarola deploys this way thinking in order to subvert. Thus, she furthers her own cause. 

Ross argues that Isotta makes her case within her culture’s own terms. She uses existing 

assumptions about female inferiority to paradoxically defend her sex.108 Ludovico’s argument, 

by contrast, appears to have a much more “pro-woman” voice at times. He rejects Isotta’s 

argument that Eve’s intellect was flawed. He cannot understand why Isotta faults Eve’s 

intellect, arguing, “you, who are so many ages distant from Eve, fault her intellect, when her 

knowledge had been divinely created by the supreme artisan of all things […].”109 He argues 

that Eve’s sin was not ignorance but pride.  

 

In making his argument, Ludovico not only places a greater share of the blame on Eve but, as 

Ross observes, he “seems more “feminist” than Isotta insofar as he attributes equal cognitive 

skills to both original parents.”110 In considering who makes the more “feminist” statements, it 

is important to remember Ross’ argument, outlined in the Introduction, that these texts should 

be considered within a history of “feminism” as they form part of the dialogue on women’s 

intellectual equality.111 King and Robin similarly note that this text “confronts squarely the 

prevalent assumptions about female inferiority […]. It showcases, finally, the potential for real 

equality of man and woman in the relationship between the characters of Ludovico and 

Isotta.”112 With the acceptance that this dialogue demonstrates intellectual equality, further 

light is shed on the issue of “feminism” through a consideration of both the authorship of this 

dialogue and the genre of the literary dialogue in general. Nogarola’s Dialogue is presented as 

a debate between two interlocutors and there is no doubt that it was based on some kind of 
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exchange between Nogarola and Foscarini.113 As such, Foscarini’s intellectual contribution to 

the dialogue is certain.114 Cox questions whether Foscarini should be credited as co-author but 

King and Robin argue for Nogarola’s sole authorship.115 They contend that, as articulated in 

the dialogue itself and as quoted above, Foscarini invited Nogarola to compose a polished 

literary work based on the views they had exchanged.116 Certainly, in the written text we see 

Ludovico arguing that it is Isotta who is the better writer. It is she who will make their views 

“sparkle and shine amid the shadows” and tasks her with the job of turning their debate into a 

literary dialogue.117 

 

However, I would argue that the views articulated by the literary characters Isotta and 

Ludovico are not necessarily the opinions of the historical personages. It is important to 

acknowledge that a dialogue was conceived as a provocation that offered a vehicle for the 

author to represent a number of different points of view and thus actively challenge his/her 

readers.118 Cox characterises the genre as representing the splitting of the author’s voice into 

two or more speaking parts.119 This may happen quite naturally in Nogarola’s dialogue because 

of its basis in an actual debate between two interlocutors, but this may also obscure the fact 

that, in its translation into a written dialogue, the views presented by the fictitious characters 

do not necessarily represent the perspectives of the historical participants. In the same way that 

Nogarola uses existing assumptions about women to frame Isotta’s argument, I would suggest 

that it may have been more contextually appropriate for Ludovico to advance the more 

“feminist” arguments, given that discussions on female capability were still largely the domain 

of male humanists. His voice may have been a more forceful and convincing way of 

supporting an expanded view of woman and persuading an audience than if the woman 

speaker had proposed them. Ultimately, however, it is Nogarola, as author, who advances all 

the arguments. Even if Isotta does not argue for a more positive evaluation of womankind, 

Nogarola the author stands as a powerful testament to female ability. Her presence as author 

cannot be ignored. Nogarola exemplifies Ross’ contention that all women writers by their very 

existence prompted their contemporaries to think differently about female capability, even if 

                                                
113 King and Robin cite Matteo Bosso’s letter to Nogarola, which notes that she and Foscarini publically debated 
the issue in 1451 (138). They note that it is not known whether this debate was held in a public forum or whether 
it was conducted through a series of letters (132). They, along with Cox, point out that a “live” conversation 
would have been unprecedented. Ibid., 139-40; Cox, Women's Writing, 11. 
114 King and Robin, Isotta Nogarola, 140. 
115 Cox, Women's Writing, 11; King and Robin, Isotta Nogarola, 140. 
116 Isotta Nogarola, 140. 
117 Nogarola, Complete Writings, 158. 
118 Virginia Cox, The Renaissance Dialogue: Literary Dialogue in its Social and Political contexts, Castiglione 
to Galileo (Cambridge & New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), xii. 
119 Ibid., 5. 



 62 

they did not make a specifically pro-woman argument in their writings.120 Simply by 

participating in literary culture and engaging with men, Nogarola demonstrates the extent to 

which women could be the intellectual equals of men, in a way that Costanza Varano had 

foreshadowed a number of years earlier. 

 

The first of the female humanists to write with an explicitly pro-woman voice, even by 

modern standards, was Laura Cereta.121 Ross considers her letters overtly “feminist” in a 

manner previously unseen in Western literature.122 Robin, too, observes that in combining the 

themes typical to the fifteenth-century discourse with her anticipation of modern feminism, 

she was unlike any other writer of her time.123 These feminist ideals are most fully expressed 

in her letter to an apocryphal correspondent, “Bibolo Semproni” (1488) who has expressed 

doubt regarding women’s capacity for intellectual achievement. In the prologue, Cereta slates 

Semproni, expressing her anger at him not so much for calling her an anomaly but for 

belittling women as a whole.  She writes,  

 

Your complaints are hurting my ears, for you say publicly and quite openly that you 
are not only surprised but pained that I am said to show this extraordinary intellect 
(ingenium) of the sort one would have thought nature would give to the most learned of 
men (literatissimo viro). I would remain silent, believe me, if you, with your long-
standing hostile and envious attitude towards me had learned to attack me alone […]. 
But I am angry and my disgust overflows. Why should the condition of our sex be 
shamed by your little attacks?124  

 

She goes on to present a list of twenty-four examples of famous learned women. Her exempla 

range from ancient, including the Sibyls and the Queen of Sheba, to the present day, ending 

with her contemporaries, Nicolosa Sanuti (fl. 1453), Isotta Nogarola and Cassandra Fedele. 

While seemingly similar to the defence of women instigated by Boccaccio, in terms of both 

structure and examples, Cereta attacks the premise of exceptionality that underpins 

Boccaccio’s treatise. Of the twenty-one historic women that Cereta considers, fifteen also 

appeared in Boccaccio’s De mulieribus claris, but Cereta frames them in completely different 
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terms. As discussed earlier, Boccaccio’s praise of Proba’s “knowledge of literature” is framed 

within what he calls “normal feminine practice,”125 adding a patronising, derogatory tone to his 

celebration of Proba’s learning. Cereta, in contrast, simply writes: “Nor would I omit here 

Proba, noted for both her exceptional tongue and her knowledge; for she wove together and 

composed histories of the Old Testament with fragments from Homer and Virgil.”126 Cereta 

does not invoke any kind of comparison, positive or negative, and chooses simply to 

summarise Proba’s achievement in its own terms. Such a description is particularly apt within 

the context of this thesis as it repeats Bruni’s conception of the learned woman as someone 

who has knowledge and the ability to articulate or display that knowledge.  

 

In the case of Isis, Boccaccio similarly emphasises her exceptionality, writing, “Next she did 

something that is even more admirable in a woman: marshalling her intellectual powers, she 

devised alphabetical characters suitable for teaching the language of the inhabitants and 

demonstrated how the letters should be placed together.”127 Cereta writes: “The enduring fame 

of Inachan Isis will flourish, for she alone of the Argive goddesses revealed to the Egyptians 

her own alphabet for reading.”128 Although what Boccaccio and Cereta write is very similar, 

they each emphasise a slightly different part of the achievement, which leads to quite different 

meanings. While Boccaccio stresses that the achievement was even more admirable “in a 

woman,” Cereta highlights that the achievement belongs to Isis alone. Cereta goes on to argue 

that “all history is full of such examples” and thus she asserts that intellectually gifted women 

are not exceptions to the rule among women, as Boccaccio claims.129 She maintains that 

learned women have a long and noble heritage and she presents a history of brilliant women 

thinkers, philosophers, writers and prophets that have preceded her. She celebrates their 

learning and places each subject into a continuum of learned women. 

 

This idea of a continuum is particularly significant for suggesting how Cereta positions herself 

as a learned woman. Before she details her list of learned women she presents them as a 

“noble lineage” (generositas) and suggests that she, too, takes her own place in this 

continuum.130 “I am impelled to show what great glory that noble lineage I carry in my own 

breast has won for virtue and literature […].”131 Cereta continues to build an image of this long 

heritage of women and, in her final sentence, she uses the term  “republic of women” 
                                                
125 Boccaccio, Famous Women, 415. 
126 Cereta, Collected Letters, 77. 
127 Boccaccio, Famous Women, 45. 
128 Cereta, Collected Letters, 76. 
129 Ibid., 78. 
130 Ibid., 76. 
131 Ibid., 75-76. 
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(muliebris respublica).132 Here, Cereta takes the humanist notion of the republic of letters 

(respublica litterarum), which Robin has defined as the imaginary city of men who share a 

commitment to the study of literature that transcends geopolitical boundaries and gives a 

similar space to a female community.133  

 

As well as situating herself within an unbroken line of illustrious women intellectuals, Cereta 

asserts that education is the right of all human beings and that all humans share the freedom to 

learn. In the epilogue to the essay she writes: “Nature imparts one freedom to all human beings 

equally – to learn.”134 Such an idea was unheard of in the fifteenth century. Robin observes 

that the idea that man’s mind is not necessarily tied to class or birth is a familiar enough trope 

in fifteenth-century humanist thought – but the extension of this notion to include gender is 

not.135 Cereta explicitly challenges the prevailing worldview and presents something entirely 

revolutionary. Significantly, however, she acknowledges that, just like men, women not only 

choose to become educated but that they have to work at it.136 She argues that it is individual 

choice that separates a learned woman from an ignorant one. In a letter to another apocryphal 

opponent, this one female, Lucilia Vernacula (1487), Cereta lambasts women who attack other 

women for accomplishments that exceed their own. She reminds her readers that the only real 

prerequisite for scholarship is determination, saying  

 

For an education is neither bequeathed to us as a legacy, nor does some fate or other 
give it to us as a gift. Virtue (virtute) is something that we ourselves acquire; nor can 
those women who become dull-witted through laziness and the sludge of low pleasures 
ascend to the understanding of difficult things. But for those women who believe that 
study (studia), hard work (labores), and vigilance (vigilias) will bring them sure praise, 
the road to attaining knowledge is broad.137  

 

Passages such as this demonstrate the extent to which the boundaries around female capacity 

have changed. The argument is no longer around whether women are capable of learned virtue 

but whether they choose to dedicate themselves to learning. In arguing for this, Cereta gives 

women much greater agency than earlier humanists did. This is similarly echoed in Cassandra 

Fedele’s correspondence, demonstrating that, by the last decade of the fifteenth century, 

women did have a sense of the role they themselves played in the rethinking of female virtue.  

                                                
132 Ibid., 80. 
133 Robin, Laura Cereta, 74. 
134 Cereta, Collected Letters, 78. 
135 Robin, Laura Cereta, 74. 
136 Ibid., 11. 
137 Cereta, Collected Letters, 82; Laurae Ceretae Brixiensis Feminae Clarissimae Episolae iam primum e MS in 
lucem productae, (Padova: Sardi, 1640), 124-25, online edition: 
http://www.uni-mannheim.de/mateo/desbillons/cereta.html.  
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However, Cereta’s statement is also significant for highlighting an additional point – the 

dichotomy between “woman as intellect” and language. Cereta dismisses her “Latinless” 

(vernacula) opponent without considering the role that language played in female 

achievement. Although Cereta and Fedele are prime examples for demonstrating that a 

humanistic education was no longer the domain solely of the female upper aristocracy, 

language was the key impediment to growing the ranks of women writers. As Cox points out, 

as long as Latin remained the dominant literary language of Italy, the presence of women on 

the literary scene was necessarily restricted and female scholars remained extremely rare.138 

While Battista da Montefeltro had produced vernacular lyric poetry earlier in the century, and 

this should be recognised alongside her achievements in Latin, it is only through an ongoing 

discussion around the issue of language that the potential of the vernacular starts to be more 

fully realised. This debate is centred in Florence, with its rich vernacular history that 

Florentine humanists found hard to overlook. This debate reached its climax in the 1470s, and 

is significant to my argument as the resultant revival of the literary vernacular encompassed 

female participants, including Lucrezia Tornabuoni and Ginevra de’ Benci. Yet their 

emergence as poets, the subject of the following chapter, could not have occurred without the 

expansion of female virtue that has been explored here. 

 

 

                                                
138 Cox, Women's Writing, 37. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

Vernacular Literary Culture: Florence in the 1470s and Milan in 

the 1490s and the Emergence of Writing Women 

 
The success of female scholars such as Cassandra Fedele and Laura Cereta is particularly 

important for demonstrating the diffusion of the learned woman not just across social classes 

but also beyond the court environment. Cassandra Fedele was from the republic of Venice and 

Laura Cereta from Brescia, a Venetian territory. Such a point demonstrates that even if the 

construction of the learned woman, proficient at writing in Latin, began as a courtly necessity, 

it was a model that went on to flourish in a republic setting too. Ross argues that as humanism 

became entrenched in the fifteenth century, the intellectual context of the court began to take 

second place to a broader milieu of civic conversation.1 She argues that it was this redefinition 

of the intellectual community that created a space for women to emerge.2 Such a point 

provides a context as relevant to the emergence of women writers in 1470s Florence as the 

emergence of female humanists in Venice, even if the two traditions developed quite 

differently in terms of both language and subject.  

 

In Florence, the emergence of writing women was integrally linked with the revival of the 

literary vernacular in the 1470s. As was noted in the Introduction, literary scholars such as 

Cox and Kolsky have positioned Lorenzo de’ Medici as the catalyst for the revival of 

vernacular poetry. They have noted his combined role of poet and patron, which resulted in a 

flourishing of vernacular poetic production.3 In this, they reflect the position of the fifteenth-

century poet and courtier Calmeta, who offered insight into the vernacular poetic traditions 

and contexts of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries in his commemorative 

biography of the vernacular poet Serafino Aquilano, the Vita del facondo poeta vulgare 

Serafino Aquilano (Life of the Eloquent Vernacular Poet Serafino Aquilano), composed in 

1504.4 Calmeta credited Lorenzo and his contemporaries with the revival of the vernacular 

and, significantly for my argument, he argues that the second stage in its revival is due to 
                                                
1 Ross, Birth of Feminism, 30. 
2 Ibid. 
3Cox, Women's Writing, 38; Stephen D. Kolsky, "The Courtier as Critic: Vincenzo Calmeta's Vita del facondo 
poeta vulgare Serafino Aquilano," Italica 67, no. 2 (1990): 172, note 11. 
4 Vincenzo Calmeta, Prose e lettere edite e inedite (con due appendici di altri inediti), ed. Cecil Grayson 
(Bologna: Commissione per i Testi di Lingua, 1959), 60-77. 
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Beatrice d’Este (1475-1497) and other “singularissime donne” (most remarkable women).5 

Kolsky and Cox agree that he was probably referring to Elisabetta Gonzaga (1471–1526) and 

Isabella d’Este.6 As will be discussed in the consideration of the Milanese context in the latter 

part of this chapter, it seems that vernacular lyric poetry was well suited to courtly 

entertainment, which may have provided the impetus for its uptake in courtly circles in the last 

decades of the fifteenth-century after a long history of the Latin-centred culture that was 

explored in the previous chapter. Yet although Cox and Finotti explore the blossoming of 

vernacular women’s writing in a court context, and Cox and Bryce more briefly consider the 

emergence of women’s writing in Florence, the participation of women in wider vernacular 

literary circles has not been the subject of any scholarship. This possibly reflects the primary 

concern of literary scholars with recovering and interpreting the work of individual women 

writers as well as making it available to a wider audience through translation into English.  

 

In this chapter, I will draw on this scholarship but I additionally seek to situate Lucrezia and 

Ginevra within Florentine literary and intellectual circles and do the same for Cecilia in Milan. 

I will consider various primary documentation which points to all three women engaging with 

the leading intellectuals of their cities. From there, I will move into a consideration of their 

poetry, where extant, and consider some of the key themes in their work individually and 

collectively. In particular, I argue that we see the development of a female voice that runs 

across the writing of Lucrezia in particular but that is also apparent in Ginevra’s single line of 

poetry and the celebrations of Cecilia’s achievements, as well as the work of their 

contemporaries Antonia Tanini Pulci and Camilla Scarampa. This sees both Lucrezia and 

Ginevra celebrating female learning and drawing attention to the potential for female 

achievement, thus aligning their writing with the humanist debate on female capability that has 

been discussed in the Introduction and Chapter One.  

 

That they wrote in the vernacular, however, gives their contributions to the debate on female 

ability a new relevance. Although many of the key humanist texts about female potential were 

translated into the vernacular, the use of the vernacular by these women writers removed the 

need for mediation through translation and opened up the debate to a much wider audience. 

These women played an important role in moving the debate on female achievement beyond a 

Latin-centred humanist discourse and directly into the female arena, thus encouraging women 

to engage with the debate in their own voice. Cox and Hankins have pointed out the potential 

of the vernacular in crossing class and gender boundaries and this is certainly an important 

                                                
5 Ibid., 72. 
6 Kolsky, "The Courtier as Critic," 172, note 11; Cox, Women's Writing, 40. 
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aspect.7  There is no doubt that as the vernacular gained popularity across Italy and into the 

sixteenth century, this enabled women to become a more substantial presence on the Italian 

literary scene, a point made by Cox.8 Yet to see the emergence of Lucrezia Tornabuoni, 

Antonia Tanini Pulci and, to a lesser extent, Ginevra de’ Benci, as vernacular poets as being 

solely linked to their gender is to overlook the extent to which use of the Tuscan vernacular 

was bound up with contemporary Florentine ideology. Their emergence in the 1470s is 

situated alongside the culmination of a wider debate on language that had preoccupied 

humanist Florence since the 1430s. This movement was both patriotic and political, motivated 

by the intention to establish Florentine cultural superiority. The importance of this movement 

as a context for the emergence of vernacular women writers cannot be overlooked and, thus, 

the first part of this chapter will consider the use of the vernacular in humanist Florence. 

 

As I will demonstrate, it is of particular relevance that Lorenzo himself wrote almost 

exclusively in the vernacular, despite a rich humanist education and a sophisticated 

understanding of Latin. This choice was applied not just to his poetry but to virtually all his 

written works, including treatises and commentaries, along with the bulk of his 

correspondence – that is, works that had traditionally been written in Latin. Indeed, I suggest 

that Lorenzo overtly fashioned himself as an enlightened ruler and cultural leader responsible 

for the revival of the literary vernacular. The fact that this revival also saw the emergence of 

women poets provides an additional layer for considering his fashioning as a cultural leader. 

Not only did these women writers provide tangible examples of the potential of the vernacular, 

but they also demonstrated Lorenzo’s awareness and acceptance of the expansion of female 

virtue to encompass erudition and the ability to express that learning. While their innovative 

presentations in their portraits are a potent indicator that the female paradigm had expanded in 

Florence too, understanding their engagement with the vernacular as well as with learned 

virtue in their writing gives an additional context to their portraits.  

 

 

Part One: Humanist Florence and the Question of Language  

 

Florence was able to lay claim to being the homeland of the “three crowns” of Italian 

literature: Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio, had written some of their most successful works in 

the Tuscan volgare and, by the fifteenth century, were established as the great modern Italian 

                                                
7 Women's Writing, 37; James Hankins, "Humanism in the Vernacular: The Case of Leonardo Bruni," in 
Humanism and Creativity in the Renaissance: Essays in Honor of Ronald G. Witt, ed. Christopher S. Celenza and 
Kenneth Gouwens (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 11. 
8 Cox, Women's Writing, 37. 
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writers.9 Such a point reveals what could be seen as a contradiction. All three, but particularly 

Petrarch and Boccaccio, are considered the earliest proponents of humanism, which, as we 

have seen, has its basis in the reading of ancient texts, particularly those in Latin but also those 

in Greek. While all of them wrote significant works in Latin, their vernacular texts – Dante’s 

Commedia (Divine Comedy) (1306/7-1321), Petrarch’s Canzoniere (begun c.1336) and 

Boccaccio’s Decameron (1349-50) – had all achieved significant success in their own time 

and had demonstrated the potential of the vernacular to deal with “high” subject matter with 

specialist vocabularies such as philosophy and theology.10 According to traditional literary 

histories, this was the high point of the vernacular tradition, which then fell into a period of 

stagnation towards the end of the fourteenth century before being revived in the 1470s in 

Florence. Benedetto Croce famously called the period from 1375 to 1475 the “century without 

poetry,” arguing that no “high” literary works were produced in the vernacular.11 Instead, he 

argues that the vernacular tradition was set aside in favour of developing a strong Latin 

tradition.  

 

This reading sets up a situation that places vernacular culture in opposition to humanism and, 

while this may have been the case in other humanist centres in the Italian peninsula, literary 

historians such as Sara Sturm-Maddox, Ronald Witt, James Hankins and Jane Tylus have 

emphasised that the two traditions are closely intertwined throughout this period of Florentine 

history. As Sturm-Maddox argues, the tendency to see the vernacular in opposition to 

humanism is an oversimplification at best.12  She points out that the issue of language is one of 

the most complicated in Italian literary history.13 Similarly, Tylus states that it is difficult to 

justify the divorce that literary history has tended to make between Latin and the vernacular, 

and argues that Florentines themselves did not perceive such a divide.14 Certainly, research by 

Witt and Hankins demonstrates the extent to which the Latin and vernacular traditions grew 

alongside each other in Florence. Witt shows that there was a strong tradition of making 

vernacular translations of ancient texts in fourteenth-century Florence, which, he argues, show 

                                                
9 Martin Eisner posits that the earliest use of the term “tre corone” to refer to Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio 
occurs in the Paradiso degli Alberti (1435) although he points out that the text was largely unknown until the 
nineteenth century. Martin Eisner, Boccaccio and the Invention of Italian Literature: Dante, Petrarch, 
Cavalcanti, and the Authority of the Vernacular (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 120.  As Eisner 
points out throughout his work, the discussions around the merit of Dante, Boccaccio and Petrarch in works such 
as Petrarch’s Seniles demonstrates an awareness by these authors themselves that helped to consolidate their 
place in Italian literary history.   
10 Letizia Panizza, "Literature in the Vernacular," in The Cambridge History of Italian Literature, ed. Peter Brand 
and Lino Pertile (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 153. 
11 Benedetto Croce, "Il secolo senza poesia," La Critica 30(1932): 161-84. 
12 Sara Sturm-Maddox, Lorenzo de'Medici (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1974), 26. 
13 Ibid., 25-26. 
14 Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Sacred Narratives, trans. and ed. Jane Tylus (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2001), 27-28. 
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a high degree of vernacular literacy among the population.15 He further argues that such 

traditions prepared Florence to become a leading city of the humanist movement at the end of 

the fourteenth century.16 Hankins contends that this vernacular classicism does not end when 

Latin humanism takes root after 1400.17 He explores the translations of early fifteenth-century 

Latin texts into the vernacular and demonstrates that, in some cases, humanist writings in the 

vernacular were as popular, if not more so, than the original Latin texts.18   

 

This research demonstrates that the vernacular retained its importance in Florence and 

highlights that it simply could not be pushed to one side, even as the Latin-centred humanist 

tradition flourished. Indeed, Florentine humanists found it necessary to consider the role of 

language as is demonstrated by a number of works from the 1430s which discuss the issue of 

language and relate it to both civic virtue and identity. Alberti’s Della famiglia (On Family) 

(1434), discussed in the previous chapter, addresses some of these issues directly, while 

Leonardo Bruni’s Vite di Dante e di Petrarca (Lives of Dante and Petrarch) (1436) does so 

implicitly. Their arguments provide a foundation for the way the argument developed in the 

1460s, just prior to the emergence of vernacular writing women in Florence.  

 

Alberti addresses his choice of language in the Prologue to Book III of Della famiglia when he 

pre-empts those who might question his writing of this treatise in the vernacular. He writes,  

 

Why, moreover, would the ancient writers, when they were taking such pains to be of 
use to their fellow citizens, have written in a language known only to a few? […] Yet 
no true scholar will deny the only hypothesis, I think, namely that all the ancient 
writers, when they wrote as they did, wished to be understood by all their 
contemporaries. […] The wise, indeed, are more likely to praise my zeal if, by writing 
so that all could understand, I have made an effort to educate many than to please a 
few, for you know how few these days are educated.19  

 

For Alberti, then, there is a civic function to language. Just as the ancients wrote in the 

language of their contemporaries so as to be understood, Alberti wants his text to be read and 

understood by all. As Hankins points out, humanists wanted to influence an audience beyond 

other humanists and their patrons, and to shape non-elite culture.20 Alberti voices such an idea 

explicitly. For him, the vernacular ensures that Florentine citizens are exposed to current ideas, 

irrespective of linguistic ability. It should be noted, however, that Alberti only sees his ideas as 
                                                
15 Witt, Origins of Humanism, 193. 
16 Ibid., 453. 
17 Hankins, "Humanism in the Vernacular," 21. 
18 Ibid., 21-22. 
19 Alberti, The Family, III, 152-53. 
20 Hankins, "Humanism in the Vernacular," 11. 
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pertaining to male citizens. As noted in the previous chapter, Alberti could not see a place for 

learned women in Florence when he wrote Della famiglia, and it is somewhat ironic that his 

work helped provide a space in which writing women would emerge. In choosing to address 

the citizens of Florence in their own dialect, Alberti also indicates the extent to which the 

vernacular is tied up with civic identity. As Gilson points out, the use of the Tuscan vernacular 

is specifically Florentine and affirms the identity of the patria.21 It is this combination of 

affirming Florentine identity and using the city’s native tongue that ensured that ideas 

presented in the vernacular would be widely disseminated. As I will go on to argue, this is a 

point that appears to have been of especial relevance to Lucrezia. 

 

Similar ideas also underpin Bruni’s Vita di Dante, even if they are considerably less explicit. 

Although he remained convinced of the superiority of Latin and spent much of his career 

reviving Latin literary culture, from the 1420s Bruni recognised the merits of vernacular 

writing, precisely for its ability to communicate ancient ideas and values to those who did not 

have a Latin education.22 In his Vita di Dante he writes that the vernacular had “its own 

perfection and sound, and its polished and learned diction.”23 Dante is the perfect vehicle 

through which Bruni can discuss the vernacular, both for Dante’s mastery of the language and 

for the extent to which he encapsulates the very “Florentine-ness” of it. In his opening, Bruni 

writes “the fame of these two poets [Dante and Petrarch], I maintain, belongs in great part to 

the glory of our city.”24 That is, through Dante, the vernacular had come to encapsulate a sense 

of Florentine identity.  

 

Bruni not only presents Dante as the first great proponent of the vernacular; but also as the 

ideal Florentine citizen. He was learned, he was politically active and he encapsulated many of 

the ideas that Bruni had written about in the Historiarum Florentini populi libri XII (History of 

the Florentine People) (1415-1442).25 This history called for the popolo, the middle classes of 

men, to participate in government and put the common good ahead of private interests as well 

as advocated that they educate themselves in history and moral philosophy.26 It seems likely 

that Bruni wrote the Vita di Dante in the vernacular as a means of circulating the teachings of 

Florentine civic humanism to a much broader audience. He uses the Vita as a vehicle for 

disseminating in the vernacular many of the ideals he expressed in the History and elsewhere 

                                                
21 Simon A. Gilson, Dante and Renaissance Florence (Cambridge Cambridge University Press, 2005), 125. 
22 Hankins, "Humanism in the Vernacular," 14. 
23 Bruni, "The Lives of Dante and Petrarch," 93. 
24 Ibid., 85. 
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by applying them to the figure of Dante, who had become a hero of popular culture. In 

portraying Dante as the ideal Florentine citizen, Bruni is able to give a diverse audience a 

tangible example of this ideal. 

 

The ideas that Alberti and Bruni present were taken up by the humanist Cristoforo Landino 

(1424-1498) in the late 1460s when he chose to lecture on Petrarch’s vernacular poetry from 

his Chair of Rhetoric and Poetry at the Florentine Studio, or university. Gilson observes that 

this was a radical move as no one previously in this position had considered a vernacular 

author.27 Just like Alberti, Landino anticipated his critics and set out a defence of the 

vernacular as a language for both poetry and prose. He argues that any deficiencies in the 

vernacular are because it has been neglected:  

 

If they considered diligently not only what until now we have seen of the Florentine 
tongue, but also those parts of it which, still imperfect and almost coarse, could be 
polished and cleaned with much ornament, they would understand that the fault lies not 
with the nature of this language but with the negligence of those who use it.28  

 

Landino’s argument echoes a challenge that Alberti issued to his contemporaries in Della 

famiglia:  

 

As to the great authority among all nations which my critics attribute to the ancient 
language, this authority exists simply because many learned men have written in it. 
Our own tongue will have no less power as soon as learned men decide to refine and 
polish it by zealous and arduous labours.29  

 

Alberti and Landino both explicitly stated that the Tuscan vernacular had the potential to 

convey the richness and depth of subjects covered in Latin, if only learned writers were 

prepared to refine it. Both presented the vernacular as heir to the Latin tradition but they 

offered different solutions for its refinement. In Della famiglia, Alberti does so by 

demonstration, covering complex moral topics in the same way as a Latin dialogue, thus 

showing how the vernacular can be used for subjects that were once the sole preserve of Latin. 

But he does not offer specific detail on how the vernacular should be refined. Landino 

proposes that it is only through a thorough knowledge of Latin that the vernacular can be 

refined. “I say that no-one can be a tolerable writer in our language, still less an eloquent one, 

if he does not first have a true and perfect knowledge of Latin letters.”30 Landino argues that 

                                                
27 Gilson, Dante, 135. 
28 Trans. Gilson, Dante, 135. 
29 Alberti, The Family, II, 153. 
30 Trans. Gilson, Dante, 136-37. 
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the vernacular can be elevated to the level of Latin and become its heir through the application 

of Latin principles to the vernacular.31 Essentially, Landino argues that the way forward is for 

reconciliation between the use of the vernacular at a higher cultural level and humanism. What 

is more, Landino’s position creates the space for the revival of the vernacular as a serious 

literary form under the guidance of Lorenzo de’ Medici. While Landino’s comments, like 

those of Alberti before him, seem to preclude women from the use of the vernacular at a high 

level, it is the development of his ideas by Lorenzo that are of particular significance to this 

thesis. It is through Lorenzo’s development of these ideas that the emergence of writing 

woman in Florence becomes possible. 

 

 

The Re-emergence of the Literary Vernacular Under Lorenzo de’ Medici 

 

Landino was one of Lorenzo’s early tutors and his pupil came to epitomise the position that 

Landino promoted. While Lorenzo was given a rich Latin education, this was balanced by a 

strong emphasis on the vernacular from the outset, an approach that appears to have been 

encouraged by his parents. Arthur Field cites a dialogue by Landino in which Lorenzo says 

that his parents made sure he was familiar with Dante from a young age, hiring the well-

known scholar and proponent of Dante, Gentile Becchi (1420/1430-1497), as his first tutor. 

His parents also had him recite whole passages by heart for their entertainment. In the 

Disputationes camaldulenses (1474) Lorenzo describes his early training: 

 

From my early childhood, according to the plan of both parents, I became so familiar 
with the entire work of the Florentine poet that there were indeed few passages in it 
which I could not easily recite when they required entertainment.32 

 

While Lorenzo accredits this knowledge of Dante to both his parents, the literary historian 

Mario Martelli contends that it was Lorenzo’s mother, Lucrezia Tornabuoni, who particularly 

encouraged his vernacular education. Martelli argues that Lorenzo’s use of the vernacular was 

a way of demonstrating his love for the language of Florence’s old, noble families – that is, 

families like the Tornabuoni.33 In fact, he contends that Lucrezia herself may have taken up 

vernacular poetry as a way of reaffirming her links to her noble Florentine roots after her 

                                                
31 Ibid., 137. 
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marriage into the Medici family, which was significantly less well established in Florence.34 

Although Martelli repeats the trope of conflict between the oligarchy – with Italian and poetry 

– and the Medici – with Latin and philosophy – he positions Lucrezia as an active player in the 

contemporary debate on language and he gives her an agency that has previously had little 

attention. Moreover, he demonstrates that the vernacular had become a way of promoting 

one’s Florentine identity for women as much as men. While this agency will be explored in 

depth subsequently, it indicates that Lucrezia, along with Lorenzo’s tutors, may have instilled 

in her son a self-conscious awareness of the political potential of the vernacular.  

 

Certainly such an awareness permeates Lorenzo’s writings of the 1470s when he returns to 

writing poetry, having set it aside for a number of years following the death of his father, 

Piero, in 1469 and his assumption of heavy political responsibilities.35 Coleman argues that 

Lorenzo’s decision to return to poetry in 1473 was accompanied by a new conception of how 

his role as poet should relate to his image as the de facto ruler of the Florentine state.36 As a 

young man, Lorenzo had a reputation as a libertine, a view that was reinforced by his 

vernacular poetry of the 1460s. His poetry of the 1470s, however, was characterised by a new 

seriousness and was also accompanied by his writing of vernacular literary treatises and 

commentaries. As well as enhancing the prestige and status of Florence’s native tongue, these 

commentaries, written in prose, demonstrate the role that Lorenzo played in encouraging a 

revival of vernacular poetry by a number of participants, most notably two of the subjects of 

this thesis, Lucrezia Tornabuoni and Ginevra de’ Benci. Yet even if Lorenzo is positioned as 

mentor in encouraging their emergence of poets, it cannot be forgotten that it was Lucrezia 

who first instilled a love of the vernacular in Lorenzo.  

 

In his Comento (Commentary), which he wrote as an introduction to his own sonnets, Lorenzo 

includes a defence of the vernacular. First conceived in the 1470s, although later reworked, a 

number of the arguments he presents reflect the earlier arguments of Alberti and Landino, 

although there is a considerable political dimension to Lorenzo’s choice to write in the 

vernacular. Like Alberti, he also acknowledges that the ability of the vernacular to reach a 

broad audience should not be downplayed.  
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University, 2010), 75; Corinna Salvadori, ed. Lorenzo de' Medici: Selected Writings (Dublin: Belfield Library, 
1992), 23. 
36 Coleman, "Orphic Poetics," 75. 
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The sweetness and harmony of this tongue, to those who have become accustomed to it 
and who to some extent habitually employ it, are truly very great and well suited to 
move many people.37  

 

Yet, in echoing Alberti’s argument that it is only through the vernacular that one could reach 

“many people,” Lorenzo’s words seem to carry more meaning. As the de facto ruler of 

Florence, his choice to write in the vernacular had profound political implications. I would 

argue that the consistent use of the vernacular was a way for Lorenzo to position himself as a 

citizen of Florence and differentiate himself from the princely rulers of other city-states, who 

used Latin. It was a way of showing his Florentine identity and privileging the tradition of 

vernacular humanism that was unique to that city.  

 

The fact that Lorenzo wrote one of the first histories of the vernacular in the Comento 

reinforced this position.   

 
Therefore, if we want to demonstrate the worth of our language, we need only insist 
upon the first condition: that our language easily expresses any concepts our minds 
have. […] Our Florentine poets, Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio, have in their grave 
and very mellifluous verses and orations shown very clearly and with great facility 
their ability to express in our language every nuance of meaning.38  

 

Lorenzo’s reference to Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio as “our Florentine poets,” demonstrates 

his pride in Florence’s literary heritage, and he goes on to demonstrate the versatility and 

breadth of the vernacular. Like Alberti and Landino before him, he argues that the vernacular 

is as good as Latin for writing “high” literature and that it is only because of a lack of interest 

in the vernacular that it has not already thrived: “Therefore, I will conclude that there is rather 

a deficiency of men to exploit the language than a deficiency of language available to men and 

their subject matter.”39 In choosing to write almost all of his work in the vernacular, there is a 

sense that Lorenzo is aware of the role he plays in reviving vernacular poetry after a period of 

stagnancy. He enhances the prestige and status of Florence’s native tongue and encourages its 

revival. 

 

This is perhaps even more explicit in the Raccolta Aragonese, a collection of vernacular 

poetry in the Italian peninsula from Dante to contemporary poets, finishing with the poetry of 

Lorenzo himself. Considered the first anthology of Italian poetry, in a variety of vernaculars, 

the collection was collated by Lorenzo and the poet and humanist Angelo Poliziano (1454-
                                                
37 Lorenzo de' Medici, Selected Poems and Prose, trans. and ed. Jon Thiem (University Park: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1991), 111. 
38 Ibid., 110-11. 
39 Ibid., 111. 
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1494) in 1476-7 and sent to Naples at the request of the Aragonese royal family. The exact 

contents of the collection are uncertain but it included a dedicatory letter, the Epistola, which 

gives it some context. Although it is signed by Lorenzo, the author of the Epistola is now 

generally accepted as Poliziano. Sturm-Maddox points out, however, that it reflects Lorenzo’s 

ideas and that the selection of poems in the Raccolta would have been representative of his 

poetic preferences.40  

 

The second part of the Epistola presents a brief history and critical assessment of the 

vernacular in Italy and, as with Alberti and Landino, emphasises the linguistic potential of the 

vernacular, citing the literary achievements of Dante and Petrarch. What is different about this 

history, however, is the inclusion of contemporary Tuscan poets’ works, drawing attention to 

the current revival of vernacular poetry. Poliziano writes that “today [the Tuscan language] 

blooms with copious flowers” and he implies that it is a result of Lorenzo’s cultural leadership 

in his penultimate paragraph: 

 

Together with a number of our current poets, O Prince, these poets come to give you 
eternal thanks, as you have infused them with life, immortal light, and form. You thus 
become much more deserving of glory than the aforementioned ancient Athenian 
[Pisistratus]. He, in fact, revived only a single poet, although the greatest, whereas you 
have revived many. In the hope of pleasing you, I have also appended a few of my 
sonnets and canzoni to the end of this volume […]. These poems of mine do not 
deserve to be included among such marvellous verses of other poets. I have inserted 
them in the collection, however, to serve as a contrast to the others […].41  

 

Even though the letter praises Federico for inspiring the anthology, and compares him to 

Pisistratus for the role he played in preserving poetry for posterity, there seems little doubt that 

the figure that Poliziano really praises is Lorenzo, as has been noted by Sturm-Maddox and 

Gilson.42 The extent to which vernacular poetry flourished under Lorenzo’s patronage is 

demonstrated by the fact that the poems of Lorenzo and his contemporaries were good enough 

to be included in the current collection, despite Poliziano-as-Lorenzo’s modest assessment of 

his own work. The Raccolta Aragonese demonstrates that the vernacular was a political tool 

that enabled Lorenzo to position himself not just as the heir of Florence’s language and 

traditions but as the one who ensured its continuation.43 We see the extent to which his work as 

                                                
40 Sturm-Maddox, Lorenzo de'Medici, 29. In fact, Sturm-Maddox is one of the few recent scholars who argue that 
a case might still be made for Lorenzo as author of the letter. 
41 Angelo Poliziano, "The First Anthology of Vernacular Poetry," in Images of Quattrocento Florence, ed. 
Stefano Ugo Baldassarri and Arielle Saiber (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 173. 
42 Sturm-Maddox, Lorenzo de'Medici, 32; Gilson, Dante, 138-39. 
43 Dante, 158. 
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poet complements his work as statesman and positions him as an enlightened and cultured de 

facto ruler. 

 

Lorenzo’s role in encouraging the revival and continuation of the vernacular is further 

emphasised by the fact that women in the circle of poets around him begin producing their 

own vernacular poetry at around the same time that the anthology is compiled. Yet although 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni and Antonia Tanini Pulci (1452/54-1501) have been included in histories 

of women writing or in individual studies of women writers, such as those by Cox, Tylus, 

Cook and Weaver, there has been little attention given to their participation within the larger 

group of vernacular poets positioned around Lorenzo. There seems to be an assumption that 

their presence is easily explained by their connections to men in the literary circle around 

Lorenzo. Certainly Bryce attributes their participation to the fact they both lived with males 

who wrote in the vernacular.44 While this may be true, particularly in the case of Antonia, it is 

possible that this is an oversimplification. I draw attention to Martelli’s contention that 

Lucrezia chose to write in the vernacular for patriotic reasons and that she may have 

influenced Lorenzo to do the same. This repositioning of Lucrezia moves her from playing a 

minor role amongst the group of vernacular poets to becoming, as Tylus has suggested, an 

“unacknowledged cultural force in her own right.”45 This characterisation emphasises that 

Lucrezia may have had significantly more status amongst Lorenzo’s literary circle than is 

generally acknowledged and gives her an active voice. It indicates the need to consider 

Lorenzo’s literary circle and to question what role women may have played within it.   

 

 

Lorenzo’s Literary Circle and the Participation of Women 

 

The structure of Lorenzo’s intellectual circle has been the subject of a considerable amount of 

debate, focusing particularly around the so-called Platonic Academy. According to traditional 

scholarship, such as that by Field, Ficino headed an academy modelled on Plato’s famous 

Athenian school.46 This “academy” included some of key intellectuals of Renaissance 

Florence, including Landino, Poliziano, and Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, along with 

Lorenzo himself, and they met at the Medici villa at Careggi, where they were said to have 

studied the writings of Plato. More recently, both James Hankins and David Chambers have 

                                                
44 Judith Bryce, "Creative Writing in the Vernacular in Late Fifteenth-Century Florence: Lucrezia Tornabuoni 
and Antonia Pulci," in A History of Women's Writing in Italy, ed. Letizia Panizza and Sharon Wood (Cambridge 
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45 Tornabuoni, Sacred Narratives, 27. 
46 This more traditional view is presented by Field, The Platonic Academy. 
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established that many of the assumptions about the academy are unfounded. Hankins has 

demonstrated that there is a surprising lack of contemporary evidence for such an  “academy” 

and, as Chambers points out, references to an “academia” do not need to refer exclusively to 

Plato or to any kind of formal learning institution.47 They argue that the multiple references to 

the Florentine “academy” refer to informal gatherings of intellectuals who came together at a 

number of places and in a number of different contexts.48 Chambers contends that Ficino, 

Landino, Poliziano, Lorenzo and others in the 1470s shared the idea that they were 

participants in an “academic family,” whose members might assemble from time to time to 

share and exchange ideas in both Latin and the vernacular.49 Examples of such an ad hoc 

meeting are the debate at the villa in Careggi in 1473, featuring Ficino and Lorenzo on the 

subject of whether happiness is a product of will or intellect, and the symposium-like banquet 

held in about 1475 in Florence to entertain a Greek visitor and many distinguished 

Florentines.50 Such a scenario demonstrates that rather than being positioned as the cultural 

authority, Ficino was one member of a larger circle of literati who oversaw Florentine 

intellectual life, a point noted by Pederson.51 

 

The informal nature of this group is of particular significance for my argument. I contend that 

it is this informality that allowed the participation of Lucrezia Tornabuoni and Ginevra de’ 

Benci and that may have encouraged their emergence as vernacular poets. I further argue that 

Cecilia Gallerani participated in a similar environment in Milan in the 1490s. Although these 

groups seem largely to have been envisaged as male, evidence from later literary circles in 

court environments demonstrate that it was possible for women to participate in these 

discussions or even oversee them, as was the case with Isabella d’Este’s literary salon of the 

1520s. That there may have been a number of parallels between these sixteenth-century groups 

and their forerunners is indicated by a shared terminology. Chambers cites a letter by Paolo 

Giovio to Mario Equicola referring to Isabella’s literary salon as the “Accademia.”52 

 

Similarly, the courtly discussions that make up Castiglione’s Il cortegiano include a few high 

profile female participants and are overseen by Elisabetta Gonzaga. Matteo Bandello, the 

sixteenth-century novelist who first proposed the “canon” of modern vernacular poets in 1538, 
                                                
47 David Chambers, "The Earlier 'Academies' in Italy," in Italian Academies of the Sixteenth Century, ed. David 
Chambers and Francoiş Quiviger (London: The Warburg Institute, 1995), 3-4. 
48 James Hankins, "The Myth of the Platonic Academy of Florence," Renaissance Quarterly 44, no. 3 (1991): 
433-35; Chambers, "The Earlier 'Academies'," 4. 
49 "The Earlier 'Academies'," 4-5. 
50 Ibid., 5. 
51 Jill Pederson, "Henrico Boscano's Isola Beata: New Evidence for the Academia Leonardi Vinci in Renaissance 
Milan," Renaissance Studies 22, no. 4 (2008): 471. 
52 Chambers, "The Earlier 'Academies'," 11. 
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also gave women a prominence in his descriptions of sixteenth-century literary circles. 

Published in 1554, Bandello’s Novelle, or short stories, were written much earlier in the 

sixteenth century and, although they still post-date our period, they give an insight into literary 

circles soon after the period under discussion.53 The series of stories is told at courtly 

gatherings at various homes in Lombardy, including Milan, Ferrara and Mantua. Of the same 

genre as Boccaccio’s Decameron, they are staged as informal garden parties and are a 

reflection of contemporary court entertainment, providing valuable insight into court life. Each 

of the tales is prefaced by a dedicatory letter to a person of importance – Bandello’s patrons, 

courtiers, nobles, churchmen and a number of noblewomen. Significantly, two of the novelle 

are dedicated to Cecilia Gallerani and she appears elsewhere in the collection too.  

 

Bandello describes Cecilia and the cultural and intellectual gatherings she hosted in the 

sixteenth century in the dedication to the nineteenth novella of Part I: 

 

What while, of these latter days, the charming and accomplished Signora Cecilia 
Gallerana, Countess of Bergamo, took the waters of the baths of Acquario, for the 
fortification of her stomach, she was continually visited by many gentlemen and 
gentlewomen, as well for that she is the pleasant and ingenious lady whom you know 
as because the loftiest and goodliest wits of Milan and of the strangers there present are 
all day long in her company. There do men sing, there architects and painters limn, 
philosophers reason of things natural and poets recite their own and others’ 
compositions, so that whosoever delighteth to discourse or to hear debate of any 
question of art or letters or philosophy findeth food sortable unto his appetite, for that it 
is still in the presence of this illustrious lady discoursed of things pleasant, ingenious 
and charming.54 

 

Although the milieu this evokes is different to that of 1470s Florence, and maybe even to 

1490s Milan, it nevertheless provides something of a framework for considering the 

participation of women in fifteenth-century literary circles. It is noteworthy that Chambers 

observes that scenarios like that in Il cortegiano had echoes of the fifteenth-century household 

“academies” found in Rome and Florence.55  The implication, then, is that women were able to 

participate in these informal learned discussions in Florence too, even if it has not received 

any scholarly attention. It is perhaps only now that their literary contribution has been 

uncovered that they can be considered in the wider context of vernacular literary culture. 

Certainly, the informal gathering of intellectuals, artists, poets, women included, that Bandello 

                                                
53 Parts 1, 2 and 3 were published in 1554 and Part 4 was published posthumously in 1573.  
54 Matteo Bandello, The Novels of Matteo Bandello, trans. John Payne (London: Printed for the Villion Society, 
1890), 1: 271. 
55 Chambers, "The Earlier 'Academies'," 11. 
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describes is not too different to Chambers’ characterisation of the informal Florentine 

“academy.”  

 

Significantly, there is contemporary evidence, both factual and anecdotal, that places Lucrezia 

and Ginevra within such learned circles in Florence. Primary evidence demonstrates that 

Lucrezia engaged with Florentine letterati almost as soon she married. Although little is 

known of her education, F. W. Kent contends it was superior, even for an aristocratic girl.56 He 

suggests that she knew Latin, based on Niccolò Valori’s characterisation of her as “rarely 

eloquent” and her own collection of books, classical as well as devotional.57 If this was the 

case, it imbues her encouragement of vernacular writing with further significance. In March 

1445, Rosello Roselli sent Piero de’ Medici’s brother, Giovanni, some music for a ballad as 

well as sending a copy to Ser Francesco, a musician, so that he could teach Lucrezia to sing it. 

A month later, Ugo della Stufa, wrote to Giovanni in Rome that “The ballad pleases me, [it] 

turned out well and so I advise you that Lucrezia finished learning it three days ago and is 

singing it.”58 Michele di Nofri del Giogante (b.1387), an accountant and compiler of early 

rhyme, dedicated two vernacular sonnets to Lucrezia around the same time. In one he praised 

her as: “Magnanimous, noble, modest and pleasant / charming, kind, wise, honourable and 

gay.”59 While there is certainly an element of flattery here, as the poet seeks to extend his long-

standing Medici links to include Piero’s new wife, his use of poetry is telling, indicating 

Lucrezia’s early engagement with literary circles. 

 

Although there is less evidence to suggest the continuation of this engagement while she was 

raising young children, there is significant documentation to suggest that Lucrezia resumed 

these relationships from the early 1460s. It appears that Lucrezia encouraged not only 

Lorenzo’s vernacular poetic practice but also the vernacular poets around him. This is 

particularly evident in her support of Luigi Pulci, whom she commissioned to write an epic 

poem on Charlemagne. Started in 1461 and known as Morgante, it was the first in a line of 

chivalric epics in the vernacular and told the story of Orlando, one of the most famous of 

Charlemagne’s knights, his adventures with the giant Morgante and his death at Ronscisvalle. 

                                                
56 Kent, "Sainted Mother," 74. Simons also notes that nothing is known of Lucrezia’s brother Giovanni’s 
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58 Tomas, The Medici Women, 93. The original is quoted in Lucrezia Tornabuoni, I poemetti sacri (Florence: 
Olschki, 1978), 14. 
59 Tomas, The Medici Women, 93. 
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According to Pernis and Adams, Pulci planned to write about two other famous knights, 

Rinaldo and Danese, also at Lucrezia’s suggestion.60  

 

Although it is not certain when exactly Lucrezia began to write her own poetry, extant letters 

from the 1470s demonstrate that her own poetic production was now underway.61 By the mid-

1470s she had begun writing and sending her work to intellectuals in the Medici circle, 

drawing attention her engagement with members of this informal “academic family.” The 

burlesque poet Bernardo Bellincioni (1452-1492) corresponded with Lucrezia and they 

exchanged joking sonnets. In c.1474 Lucrezia had lost a sonnet that Bellincioni had sent her 

and she replied with a witty verse of her own, requesting another one.62 A number of letters 

from Poliziano to Lucrezia from the late 1470s indicate that Lucrezia sent her poems to 

Poliziano for his opinion. In a letter dated 8 February 1479, Poliziano writes to Lucrezia that 

he is “returning with [the messenger] Tommaso your lauds and sonnets and ternarii that you 

gave me when I was there [at Cafaggiolo?]. These gave us enormous pleasure […].”63  Tylus 

points out that if ternarii refers to the storie sacre (sacred narratives) that Lucrezia Tornabuoni 

had written in terzina (three line stanzas) form (the stories of Susanna, Esther, and Tobias), 

then we have a precise end date for these poems.64 

 

There are similar primary sources that indicate Ginevra’s presence within the learned circle 

around Lorenzo after her marriage in 147465 – that is, at the same time that Lucrezia was 

writing. Although there are no primary sources that explicitly connect Lucrezia and Ginevra, 

the examples that follow indicate that it was highly likely that they knew each other. Bryce 

notes that Ginevra’s recently married status was an opportunity for increased public visibility, 

which was further facilitated by her natal and marital families’ links to Ficino and the 

“academy.”66 Although more information survives relating to the role of her male relatives in 
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the humanist circle, contemporary sources and the anecdotes that survive around Ginevra 

demonstrate that she too was involved in some way with the group of humanists that had built 

up around Lorenzo and Ficino. There are a number of surviving sonnets commissioned by 

Bernardo Bembo from Landino, Alessandro Braccesi (1445-1503) and Naldo Naldi (1436-

c.1513) in 1475-76 that are dedicated to Ginevra and celebrate her as the object of Bembo’s 

platonic love. As I will go on to show in Chapter Four, these poems are problematic in an 

investigation into Ginevra as a historical personage but are nevertheless important for 

demonstrating her presence within learned circles in the 1470s, particularly as Bembo was 

known to have participated in them when in Florence.  

 

Even more significant for demonstrating Ginevra’s closeness to Lorenzo and his inner circle, 

is her appearance in an anecdote by Poliziano, dated between 1475 and 1478 and which 

occurred at the Medici Palace.67 While I will discuss the anecdote in more detail below, it 

demonstrates that Poliziano was in touch with Ginevra at around the same time he was 

corresponding with Lucrezia. In fact, Bryce suggests that Ginevra’s visit to the palace that is 

recorded by the anecdote related either to the Medici directly or to the social networks that 

surrounded Lucrezia.68 Ginevra’s connection with Lorenzo is evidenced by the two sonnets he 

wrote to her by Lorenzo, probably dated to 1480, which will be considered in Chapter Four. 

That Ginevra may have participated not only as a subject but as a vernacular poet in this circle 

is attested to by a letter of 1490 that refers to a sestina Ginevra had written. Written by an 

unknown writer who has variously been identified as G. + H., G. L. N., G., and E. L. H. 69 For 

the sake of simplicity, he will subsequently be referred to here as G., as per Bryce. G. opens 

his letter by asking Ginevra to “send me that sestina the copy of which I left at Castello and 

which begins, ‘I ask your forgiveness and I am a mountain tiger.’”70  

 

The other female poet who is known to have participated in the literary circle around Lorenzo 

de’ Medici is Antonia Tanini Pulci. The wife of the poet Bernardo Pulci (1438-1488), and 

sister-in-law to the more well-known poet, Luigi Pulci, she is known for her production of 

sacre rappresentazioni (mystery plays), alongside those of her husband and brothers-in-law in 

the 1470s and beyond. While she does not form a focus of this thesis, as there is no identified 
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portrait of her, her presence remains significant for demonstrating the presence of other 

writing women within the Medici literary circle. As will be explored below, Antonia and 

Lucrezia both chose to write about strong female protagonists, although Bryce points out that 

there is no indication of any direct contact between Lucrezia and Antonia.71 Yet I would point 

out that as with Lucrezia and Ginevra, it is possible to establish that a connection between the 

two was likely, even without primary evidence to confirm it. There is no doubt that Lucrezia 

and Antonia occupied the same cultural milieu, particularly once Antonia married into the old, 

noble Pulci family.72 It seems highly unlikely that Lucrezia, as a significant patron of 

Antonia’s brother-in-law, as well as a writer herself, would not have known about Antonia’s 

literary output and potentially discussed it with her in some capacity.  

 

Although Cecilia Gallerani occupied a different milieu to that of Lucrezia and Ginevra, it 

seems likely that she played a similar part in intellectual circles at the court at Milan. What is 

more, I would suggest that she probably knew of both Lucrezia and Ginevra. The most direct 

link between them, would have been Leonardo, who painted both Ginevra and Cecilia, and the 

poet Bellincioni, who corresponded with both Lucrezia and Cecilia. Both Leonardo and 

Bellincioni participated in the intellectual circles of both cities, moving from Florence to 

Milan. Despite the fact that it has not been considered in any depth in recent art historical 

scholarship, there is considerable primary evidence that demonstrates that Cecilia played an 

important role in Milanese intellectual circles from her marriage in 1492 until well into the 

sixteenth century. Literary historians such as Cox and Finotti have included her as part of their 

explorations of early courtly writing women. She appears as a writing woman several times in 

Bandello’s Novelle and is celebrated in a literary portrait by the poet and courtier Calmeta, as 

will be discussed shortly. These sixteenth-century sources are a rich source of information and 

yet they have not been considered by art historians in any depth. Janice Shell and Grazioso 

Sironi refer in passing to her role in intellectual culture after her marriage but they do not 

explore it in relation to her portrait at all. The fact the primary sources post-date Leonardo’s 

Cecilia appears to be the reason for their exclusion.  

 

Nevertheless, I maintain that the insights these sources provide about Cecilia as writing 

woman and literary salon hostess, as per Bandello’s quote above, are invaluable, providing a 

context for understanding her role at the court of Milan at the time her portrait was painted by 

                                                
71 Bryce, "Creative Writing," 34. 
72 Antonia’s natal family, the Tanini, was a Florentine mercantile family whose social and economic status rose 
significantly in the fifteenth century. Elissa B. Weaver contends that Antonia would have learned to read and 
write in her natal home, as was typical for women in the Florentine mercantile class, as has been discussed in the 
Introduction, but that it was upon her marriage that she most likely achieved a high level of literacy (18). 
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Leonardo. I suggest that the role Cecilia played in hosting her own literary salons is an 

extension of a role she had played in the Milanese court. It is my contention that from c.1490 

Cecilia was a participant in the Academia Leonardi Vinci, a group that functioned similarly to 

the informal “academy” in Florence. Again, there has been debate amongst scholars about 

whether such an academy even existed and, if it did, how it functioned – whether it was an art 

school or an informal gathering of intellectuals.73 Recent research, however, again supports the 

latter idea and provides compelling evidence for the existence of such a group meeting under 

this name.  

 

Jill Pederson’s discovery of a sixteenth-century manuscript, the Isola Beata, by Henrico 

Boscano (doc.1513-1528) appears to confirm that there was an informal intellectual circle 

based at Ludovico’s court that met in the 1490s.74 Members were from a range of disciplines, 

with Boscano describing the group as “the forge and the hearthstone of the wise.”75 Boscano 

lists some of the members of the group, including the poets Bellincioni – mentioned above as 

corresponding with Lucrezia and Cecilia – and Gaspare Visconti (c.1461-1499), as well as the 

artists Caradosso (c.1452-c.1527), Donato Bramante (1444-1514) and Leonardo himself. He 

also names various musicians and then notes that “there were many other philosophers and 

musicians whose names I do not remember.”76 Pederson has established that connections 

between almost all of the listed men can be verified independently so, in that respect at least, 

the list is not a literary fabrication.77 As such, it appears that this “academy” was open to a 

range of men to discuss any number of subjects, as was in keeping with fifteenth-century 

academies.78 Discussion would have been guided by a principe, or dominant figurehead, but 

Pederson notes that although the group is named for Leonardo, it does not necessarily mean 

that Leonardo established or led the group. While noting that there is no reference to Leonardo 

specifically presiding over the group, she argues that the name of the academy sometimes 

came from its most famed member, rather than from the principe.79  
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As with the Florentine “academy,” there is no mention of any female members, but we know 

from other sources, such as Bandello, quoted above, that Cecilia herself hosted informal 

intellectual gatherings very similar to those that appear to have characterised the Academia 

Leonardi Vinci. In addition, a seventeenth-century reference to Cecilia by F. A. delle Chiesa, 

in his Teatro delle donne letterate, seems to place her at what could easily be a meeting of the 

Academia Leonardi Vinci.  She is acclaimed not only for her intelligence but also for her 

ability to carry on learned discussions with famous theologians and noted philosophers.80 

Moreover, we know that Cecilia was already connected with some of the members of the 

group. Of those listed in Boscano’s text, Bellincioni had written a sonnet about Cecilia’s 

portrait by Leonardo, as well as celebratory sonnets on the birth of her son with Ludovico, 

Cesare. In addition, he also appears to have known her personally. He wrote to Ludovico 

Sforza in February 1492, informing him that he had dined with Cecilia and that Cesare was 

chubby and in good health.81 Given her apparently close association with Bellincioni, who 

died in 1492, it seems likely that Cecilia was part of the Academia Leonardi Vinci prior to 

this. This places her participation in the group very close to the time Leonardo, another 

member of the Academia, painted her portrait in c.1490. Perhaps even more significantly, 

Syson suggests that Ludovico was the sponsor of the group.82 If this was the case, that alone 

could have been sufficient grounds for Cecilia’s participation in the group from the early 

1490s. Her engagement with other members of the group, however, demonstrates that even if 

her initial participation was due to Ludovico, she soon made other important connections.  

 

 

Lucrezia, Ginevra and Cecilia as Learned Women 
 

Cecilia’s potential participation in such an informal academy is significant in the context of 

this thesis as it demonstrates a number of shared circumstances between Cecilia, Lucrezia and 

Ginevra. All three women were recognised for qualities that fall very much within the concept 

of learned virtue. Many of the primary sources that exist around each of the subjects 

emphasises that these women not only participated in intellectual circles but that their learning 

was appreciated by the male members of these circles. Poliziano, for example, wrote to 

Lucrezia in December, 1478:  

 

                                                
80 “[...] e discorreva con tal prontezza, e vivacità etiandio alla presenza di gran Filosofi, e Teologi [. . .].” 
Francesco Agostino  della Chiesa, Theatro delle donne letterate (Mondovì 1620), 124. 
81 Janice Shell and Grazioso Sironi, "Cecilia Gallerani: Leonardo's Lady with an Ermine," Artibus et Historiae 
13, no. 25 (1992): 58. 
82 Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 217. 
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I promise you that I’m drowning in sloth, I find myself in such solitude, I remain alone, 
and when I’ve had it with studying, I throw myself into thinking about plagues and 
wars, and the pain of the past, and fear of what is to come. I have no one to pepper with 
these thoughts; I do not find my Mona Lucrezia, to whom I can unburden myself, here 
in her room, and I am dying of boredom.83  

 

Poliziano, who was staying at the Medici villa at Cafaggiolo with Lorenzo’s wife and children, 

to whom he was tutor, is missing the intellectual stimulation that Lucrezia’s company would 

have provided. Although he does not refer to her intelligence directly, the implication is that 

he regarded her as something of an intellectual equal, as someone with whom he can converse 

widely, thus relieving his boredom.  

 

In a similar episode, Poliziano credits Ginevra with quick wit and the ability to think on her 

feet. In the Detti Piacevoli (Witty Proverbs) (1480), a series of facezie (jokes), Poliziano writes 

that “La Bencina” was playing a children’s game with him and his pupil, Lorenzo’s son, Piero 

de’ Medici. The game involved palmate, or handslaps. Suddenly Piero went to the writing 

room. Poliziano asked where he was going and Ginevra replied “Where do you think? He is 

going to cancel one of those (palmate) that you’ve given him.”84 Although the humour is not 

as easily apparent to us as in some of the other anecdotes in the Detti Piacevoli, the emphasis 

here is on lightning quick repartee, as with other anecdotes in the book.85 Other episodes in the 

collection also see women delivering a bon mot, but the qualities that are highlighted in this 

episode are not qualities that had been regarded as essential to patrician Florentine women. In 

fact, the episode emphasises the decidedly “masculine” virtues of ingegno, which was only 

just being applied to women as part of the expansion of female virtue.  

 

Similarly, the idea that Lucrezia could be regarded as an intellectual equal of Poliziano, 

implied in his letter above, is also very different from her usual characterisation, which tends 

to present her more in line with standard female virtues. As such, these episodes need to be 

considered within the expansion of female virtue that had been occurring throughout the 

fifteenth century and that formed the focus of the previous chapter. In drawing attention to 

Lucrezia’s intelligence or Ginevra’s ingegno, Poliziano’s comments demonstrate that a similar 

                                                
83 Trans. Stefanie Solum, Women, Patronage, and Salvation in Renaissance Florence: Lucrezia Tornabuoni and 
the Chapel of the Medici Palace (Farnham and Burlington: Ashgate, 2015), 63. 
84 La Ginevra de' Benci, idest la Bencina, giocando noi a un gioco che si danno palmate, et essendo accaduto che 
Piero di Lorenzo de' Medici, mio discepolo, m'hebbe a dare una palmata, e poi a caso si ripartiva, e andava in 
camera a scrivere; dimandandolo io dove andasse, rispose ella prontamente: Dove credete voi che vali? Va a 
cancellarvene una di quelle che havete date a lui. Wesselski, A. Angelo Polizianos Tagebuch (1447-1479). Jena, 
1929. Quoted in Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 51. 
85 Charles Speroni, Wit and Wisdom of the Italian Renaissance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1964), 
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extension of female virtue had occurred in humanist circles in Florence, alongside the princely 

city-states and that female learned virtue was valued there too. 

 

Cecilia, too, is celebrated for her ingegno. The poet and courtier, Calmeta, creates a literary 

portrait of Cecilia. He writes that for Cecilia literature became a daily study so that she could 

take an active role in intellectual discussions.86 To describe her, Calmeta uses words like 

“acutezza” (sharpness) and “argute” (subtle, witty), as well as “ingegno,” which bespeak the 

sharpness of Cecilia’s mind and also her wit. In addition, Calmeta stresses Cecilia’s gravity 

and maturity alongside her chastity and virtuosity. Bandello characterises Cecilia in a similar 

way, underscoring both her diligence and the sharpness of her mind. In the poem Bandello 

composed in honour of his student and protégée Lucrezia Gonzaga (1522-1576), Bandello 

similarly describes Cecilia as a “mistress of words” and the “sharpest of pens”  (mastra del 

dire, e ogni acuto stile).87 Here, he plays on the many meanings of the word “stile,” but 

particularly pen and style, as Cox has noted.88 In addition, however, is the use of the adjective 

“acuto” (sharp). While referring literally to the pen, it also refers to the sharpness of Cecilia’s 

wit, her ingenuity. Although he refers to a number of poets in the poem, Cecilia appears to be 

the only one who is given this characterisation, perhaps reflecting the esteem in which he 

holds her. 

 

Such characterisations are significant for demonstrating the extent to which learned virtue was 

a combination of both existing and nascent values. More than that, however, the emphasis on 

gravity and maturity is further important for demonstrating the idea that learned women chose 

to dedicate themselves to their learning, as was articulated by Laura Cereta and discussed at 

the end of the previous chapter. Gentile Becchi, Lorenzo de’ Medici’s tutor, certainly indicates 

that this was the case for Lucrezia, in a letter he wrote to her in September 1473 about the 

establishment of the studio in Pisa. Becchi praises Lucrezia’s learning, noting that her 

scriptoio is filled with books: “You’ve always read so much (your study is so full of books), 

listened to St Paul’s epistles, mixed all your life with distinguished men.”89 Kent argues that 

there is no need to dismiss this as flattery.90 Becchi’s words emphasise that Lucrezia’s learning 

was something that she consistently worked on. What is more, her scriptoio is also important 

                                                
86 Calmeta, Prose e lettere, 26-31. 
87 Cox, Women's Writing, 46. 
88 Ibid., 281-82, note 34. 
89 “Voi havete sempre tanto lecto, sì pieno lo scriptoio di libri, udito pistol di sam Paolo, praticho tutto il tempo di 
vostra vita con valenti huomini” Trans. Kent, "Sainted Mother," 74. 
90 Ibid. 
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for giving her a place in which to read and learn. Becchi writes of a scriptoio di libri, that is, a 

study, which belonged specifically to Lucrezia.  

 

Significantly, there are also references to both Ginevra and Cecilia having their own studies or 

writing spaces. While the contents of G.’s letter to Ginevra have been extensively studied, no 

one has, to my knowledge, commented on the reference the writer makes to Ginevra’s 

scriptoio. In his closing sentences G. writes, “If you could possibly once remember me while 

going to your scrip[toio], write me all about you and of any achievement worthy to be told of, 

and I shall be most grateful to you.”91 While the word scrip[toio] has been translated by 

Alessandro Contini-Bonacossi for Walker as “study desk,” Bryce translates the word as 

“study” and I agree, particularly given that the same word is used for Lucrezia’s space, and 

there is no doubt that Lucrezia’s scriptoio was a study.92 As well as Becchi’s reference to the 

space as being “full of books,” there is other evidence that Lucrezia actively collected books. 

Kent cites a letter of 1472 from Francesco orafo, which reports on a Dante he inspected for 

Lucrezia, which he describes as so badly copied by the scribes that it is worthless.93 Similarly, 

Fulvio Pezzarossa cites a number of letters that refer to Lucrezia’s library and specific books 

in it, including a number of Greek texts, such as a Ptolemy, an ancient Sallust and an 

Aristotle.94  

 

Bandello indicates that Cecilia had a similar space. In one of the two novelle dedicated to 

Cecilia, he mentions her museo:  

 

[…] how courteously and […] how affable a welcome we […] received […] by you 
[…] who, leaving your accustomed and delightsome studies in poesy, Latin and 
vernacular, passed the most part of the time in pleasant discourse with us. […] May it 
please you then to accept it [the novella] […] and do me the favour to lay it up in your 
museo, where are deposited the goodly verse and flower prose of so many learned men 
and where you hold such lofty converse with the muses that you occupy the first place 
amongst the learned ladies of our time. Our Lord God prosper your every thought!95  

 

These references all refer to spaces that are generally known as studioli. While it is 

acknowledged that there was a wide range of studioli in the Renaissance, it has generally been 

                                                
91 Walker, "Ginevra de' Benci," 26. 
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assumed that they were male spaces.96 The well-known exception to this is the studiolo of 

Isabella d’Este, who assembled hers in the 1490s. Stephen J. Campbell has investigated 

Isabella’s studiolo and its decoration in depth and notes that for Isabella a studiolo was a 

declaration of status and also encompassed her role as a ruler’s wife and the associated work 

that went with that.97 Isabella was not the first consort or court lady to have a study, however, 

and there are a number of examples of female studioli prior to or contemporaneous with hers. 

Welch notes that Ippolita Sforza, the daughter of Francesco Sforza of Milan, who married 

King Alfonso II of Aragon in 1465, created a studiolo in the mid-to-late 1460s.98 Similarly, 

Sally Hickson has demonstrated that Ippolita’s daughter, Isabella of Aragon, created a study in 

her suite at the Castello Sforzesco when she moved to Milan after marrying Giangaleazzo 

Sforza in 1489.99 Hickson also considers a number of other examples of women in Isabella’s 

circle who had studioli, including Isabella’s aunt, Antonia del Balzo (d.1538), wife of 

Gianfrancesco Gonzaga of Bozzolo; Gioanna of Piacenza, the abbess of San Paolo at Parma; 

and Isabella’s mother, Eleonora of Aragon.100 While it is not obvious whether the private suites 

of the latter two women included a study or not, Hickson demonstrates that studioli were much 

more of a cultural phenomenon amongst Isabella’s contemporaries than the standard 

scholarship assumes.  She argues that they were an appropriate setting for the self-presentation 

of the powerful, cultivated and courtly European woman.101  

 

None of these women are known as writers, however, and while their studioli are important for 

demonstrating that they could also be female spaces, the studioli of the vernacular women 

writers were literary spaces rather than spaces for self-fashioning. That the earliest vernacular 

writing women may have written in dedicated spaces adds a further dimension to a 

consideration of their writing, suggesting that it was something they worked at 

conscientiously. Campbell argues that female “aspirants to learning” generally had to go to 

greater lengths to stress the dignity, seriousness and utility of reading in private.102 Certainly, 

several of the sources note that all three women were very diligent their studies. The 

descriptions of both Lucrezia’s and Cecilia’s spaces focus on them as literary spaces. As with 
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d'Este (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 59; Rose Marie San Juan, "The Court Lady's Dilemma: 
Isabella d'Este and Art Collecting in the Renaissance," Oxford Art Journal 14, no. 1 (1991): 71. 
97 Campbell, Cabinet of Eros, 62. 
98 Evelyn Welch, "Between Milan and Naples: Ippolita Sforza, Duchess of Calabria," in The French Descent into 
Renaissance Italy, 1494-95: Antecedents and Effects, ed. David Abulafia (Brookfield, VT: Variorum, 1995), 127. 
99 Sally Hickson, "Female Patronage and the Language of Art in the Circle of Isabella d'Este in Mantua (c. 1470--
1560)" (Ph.D., Queen's University (Canada), 2004), 63. 
100 See ibid., 65-70, for the decoration of Eleonora of Aragon’s suites, and 78-82 for Gioanna of Piacenza’s 
private suites. 
101 Ibid., 9.  
102 Campbell, Cabinet of Eros, 68. 



 90 

the reference to Lucrezia’s study, Bandello’s description not only emphasises the number of 

manuscripts in Cecilia’s study but also indicates that this is a space where Cecilia composes 

her own work too. While G. makes no mention of any manuscript collection belonging to 

Ginevra, he clearly envisages it as a space where she, too, writes. That is, these writers focus 

on the more traditional use of a study, stressing that they are edifying spaces. In comparison, 

Ippolita Sforza and Isabella d’Este are known to have paid careful attention to the decoration 

of their studioli as a vehicle for self-presentation. Campbell notes that over the course of the 

fifteenth century, court studioli in particular had become increasingly focused on the collection 

of objects, so that the studiolo became a vehicle for self-fashioning.103 As well as collecting 

manuscripts for hers, Ippolita also wrote to her mother asking for portraits of her family to 

decorate it.104 Campbell argues that Isabella chose not to resort to the “more predictable” 

theme of illustrious women or family portraits for her studiolo but instead embraced the 

“male” tradition of mythology that had been used by her father, Ercole d’Este, and uncle, 

Leonello d’Este, in their own studioli.105 

 

The emphasis on art and objects is also apparent in another novella by Bandello. He describes 

the studiolo of the Roman courtesan, Imperia of Paris, focusing on the rich décor and the room 

as a repository for precious objects: 

 

There were, among other things, a sala and a camera and a camerino very pompously 
decorated, in which were found velvets and brocades and on the floor beautiful carpets. 
In the camerino in which she entertained, when there were important people visiting, 
all of the walls were covered with hangings rich with gold and richer still with the 
quality of their work. In addition, there was a cornice completely made of gold and 
painted masterfully with ultramarine blue, above which were beautiful vases of various 
precious materials, made of alabaster, porphyry, serpentine and a thousand other 
species. There were also to be seen all around many coffani and forzieri so richly 
carved that they must all have been very valuable. 
 
Next, in the middle, one saw a little table, the most beautiful in all the world, covered 
with green velvet. On this, there was always a lute of some such thing, with music 
books or other musical instruments. There were also many little books in the volgare 
and in Latin, richly adorned.106  

 

While it is quite possible that Lucrezia and Cecilia had such objects in their spaces, it is 

noteworthy that Becchi and Bandello stress the intellectual quality of Lucrezia’s and Cecilia’s 

studies respectively. I suggest that the studioli of these early writing women was inherently 
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tied up with their literary production and their embodiment of learned virtue. In contrast, some 

of the later, courtly female studioli may have drawn on these earlier examples as a way of 

evoking the ideal of the learned woman and engaging with this cultural phenomenon, without 

necessarily producing any of their own writing.  

 
 

Part Two: Lucrezia, Ginevra and Cecilia as Poets  

 

In envisaging spaces in which Lucrezia, Ginevra and Cecilia dedicated themselves to their 

studies, Becchi, G., and Bandello help position their subjects as producers of literary culture 

rather than simple consumers of it. While Lucrezia has a fairly extensive oeuvre that testifies 

to this, it is not quite so straightforward for either Ginevra or Cecilia. G.’s letter to Ginevra is 

particularly important in this regard as it is the only extant reference to Ginevra as a poet and 

preserves the one surviving line of her poetry. He asks her to “send me that sestina the copy of 

which I left at Castello and which begins ‘I ask your forgiveness and I am a mountain 

tiger’.”107 Although Cox contends that the case for Ginevra as poet is tenuous, given the 

paucity of extant attributable poetry, Bryce argues that the fact that G. has to identify the poem 

by including the first line indicates that she had written more than one poem.108 As I will 

explore in Chapter Four, there is other evidence that ties her to a community of writing women 

and the verso of her portrait, in particular, may itself attest to her poetic production. Similarly, 

there is no extant poetry of Cecilia’s, although there is a much greater corroboration of her 

output by a number of her contemporaries, and especially by Bandello. Even without any 

extant poetry, there is evidence that Cecilia embodied a newly emerging paradigm that 

celebrated female ability and erudition.  

 

This section will explore the writing of both Florentine writing women in the 1470s and early 

1480s and Milanese writing women in the 1490s. Given the extant oeuvre of Lucrezia, this is 

most easily explored in her writing, although, as I will discuss, it is also apparent in the single 

extant line of Ginevra’s poem, and some of the literary characterisations of Cecilia. The 

writing of their contemporaries, Antonia Tanini Pulci and Camilla Scarampa, is also briefly 

considered to situate some of the themes that emerge within the wider context of women’s 

writing. In the individual analyses, I am indebted to the scholarship of Tylus, Bryce, Cook and 

Weaver although in considering women’s writing collectively I add another dimension to the 

argument. I propose that we see a number of recurring themes but most particularly that the 
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early vernacular women writers position female achievement within the framework of learned 

virtue. In doing so, they demonstrate how women might invest themselves with agency and 

autonomy, particularly through the use of language. Thus, their contribution moves beyond 

simply celebrating female potential to actively encouraging it. They provide a compelling 

example to other women of how they too might assume greater autonomy.  

 

In seeking to situate these women within the wider debate on female potential, I draw on the 

framework of women’s writing discussed in the Methodology section of the Introduction and 

also discussed in Chapter One. As evidenced by the scholarship of Jordan, Benson, Cox and 

Ross, it is difficult to approach an interpretation of such works without the use of words such 

as “pre-feminist,” “pro-woman” and “proto-feminist,” and I use these terms occasionally when 

it seems appropriate. As Ross points out, all women writers prompted their contemporaries to 

think different about female achievement simply by participating in the act of writing.109  

 

 

Strong Women and Manly Hearts in Lucrezia’s Poetry 

 

Lucrezia’s oeuvre has received substantial attention in recent years with scholars noting that 

the religious content and edifying tone of her works were appropriate for a female writer. 

Pezzarossa, for example, notes that her literary activity, while imaginative and expressive, is 

representative of her gender, her class, and her religious sentiments.110 Tomas similarly 

observes that Lucrezia’s literary production is restricted by prescribed gender roles.111 Dale 

Kent writes that the subjects of Lucrezia’s poetry, stories such as Susanna, Judith and John the 

Baptist, the were part of the patrician Florentine women’s experience, depicted in panel 

paintings on their domestic furniture and retold often.112 While these are certainly important 

points, I contend that such a stance effectively minimises the significance of Lucrezia’s 

achievement and draws attention to certain tensions that have been present in the scholarship 

on her that will be explored further in the following chapter. On the one hand, the scholarship 

emphasises that her literary activities were comparatively rare for a woman but, on the other, it 

contains her achievement within the expected female experience and restricts a more nuanced 

understanding of her work. Apart from the fact she emerged as a poet in the first place, 

Lucrezia’s choices about subject matter, style and genre give her a unique place in the 
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vernacular revival of 1470s Florence, something that deserves to be celebrated and explored 

rather than utilised as a way of delimiting her achievements.  

 

This is the approach used by Tylus, who has recently added considerably more balance to the 

scholarship.113 She demonstrates that despite the religious content of Lucrezia’s extant poetry, 

Lucrezia consistently and intentionally deviates from the biblical accounts to give her storie 

sacre particular relevance to the social and civic life of fifteenth-century Florence.114 

Lucrezia’s long poems adapt Biblical stories in verse form, either in ottava rima (eight-line 

stanzas) or terzina form (three line stanzas). They sit within a tradition of popularised religious 

stories that draw from the Bible as well as other apocryphal and instructive sources.115 Tylus 

considers the stories Lucrezia chose, the lives of John the Baptist and Tobias as well as the 

stories of Susanna, Judith and Esther, and argues that while there are obvious reasons in the 

choice of John the Baptist, for instance, most of Lucrezia’s subjects enabled her to focus on a 

female protagonist who is invested with a subtle form of power.116 In her analysis of 

Lucrezia’s stories in relation to their biblical source, Tylus demonstrates that the areas where 

Lucrezia’s deviates from the biblical source enable her to further develop her female 

characters. They become active participants who either encourage or produce change, even 

when their situations mean that they have limited political influence and visibility.117  

 

While Tylus connects this directly to the constraints faced by all Florentine women, she 

further relates it to the unique position that Lucrezia occupied in Florence. She argues that the 

female subjects of the storie sacre, the Old Testament heroines Susanna, Judith and Esther, as 

well as the female characters in the lives of John the Baptist and Tobias, offer insight into 

Lucrezia’s own life, because their actions moved them from the private and domestic sphere 

into the public arena.118 She emphasises that Lucrezia represents the “other voice” both as a 

writing woman and as someone who challenged the political constraints imposed on her in 

life.119 Her research is especially pertinent to this thesis because it demonstrates the extent to 

which Lucrezia moved beyond expected feminine practice and engaged as an active 

participant in the contemporary debate on female capability, both in her actions and in her 

writing. While I draw on Tylus’ insightful work, I will situate these examples of strong women 
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more explicitly within the context of the debate around female potential and the expansion of 

female virtue.  

 

Lucrezia writes about female protagonists who embody what were previously masculine 

qualities, such as intelligence, courage and agency, alongside their unshakeable piety. While 

the protagonists vary in their characterisations, they demonstrate that feminine virtue no longer 

rests solely on chastity, piety and obedience. In this way, I believe Lucrezia articulates an 

expanded conception of female virtue that is worth exploring in relation to two of her storie 

sacre, those of Judith and Esther. In The Story of Judith, Hebrew Widow, she presents her 

narrative of Judith, the widow who saves her besieged city, Bethulia, by seducing and then 

slaughtering the Assyrian general, Holofernes. Judith barely features in the first seven 

chapters, apart from a brief introductory paragraph, as they focus on the war being waged by 

the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar and his general Holofernes, and the resulting suffering 

of the people of Bethulia.120 When Judith is introduced, however, she is shown to embody an 

expanded definition of feminine virtue.  

 

In the city there was a young woman,  
very virtuous and very beautiful too.  
Judith was her name, and she was gracious,  
noble and worthy, and possessed of every goodness;  
she was valorous and had a manly heart (animo virile),  
hers was an honest and virtuous life.  
For three years she had lived all alone as a widow,  
and Judith did not seek another husband.121 

 

While Judith is virtuous through her chastity, Lucrezia’s characterisation of her “manly heart” 

is particularly significant.  This is very different to the heroine’s introduction in the apocryphal 

Book of Judith, which focuses on Judith’s reclusiveness, her fasting and her wealth, as Tylus 

also points out.122 I suggest that applying such a term to Judith demonstrates Lucrezia’s 

engagement with the contemporary debate on female capability. The story of Judith was well-

known in contemporary Florence and was represented relatively frequently in art. It was a 

subject that Lucrezia would have known well. As well as the subject’s representation on 

Ghiberti’s golden doors on Florence’s baptistery, it was also the subject of a sculpture 

commissioned by the Medici as part of the decoration of their recently completed palace 

(figures 26 & 27). It is unclear whether it was Lucrezia’s husband, Piero, or her father-in-law, 

Cosimo, who commissioned the bronze sculpture of Judith and Holofernes from Donatello to 
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be placed in the garden beyond the courtyard and paired with Donatello’s bronze David. While 

the subject of David had already become a well-known metaphor for the city of Florence, the 

same cannot be said of Judith at the time of its commission in the late 1450s or early 1460s. 

Yet, as Tylus points out, Judith and Holofernes took on an overt political meaning after the 

Pitti faction had unsuccessfully attempted to oust Piero in 1466.123 Piero ordered an inscription 

that, although no longer extant, indicated the extent to which the Medici positioned themselves 

as protectors of Florentine liberty: “The salvation of the state. Piero de’ Medici son of Cosimo 

dedicated this statue of a woman both to liberty and to fortitude, whereby citizens with 

unvanquished and constant heart might return to the republic.”124   

 

Tylus does not really consider the sculpture as she argues that there is probably not a firm link 

between the sculpture and Lucrezia’s text, which she believes was started after Piero’s death in 

1469 and after Donatello’s sculpture had taken on the new, civic meaning that is articulated by 

Piero’s inscription. For Tylus, Lucrezia’s Judith is considerably more “medieval” in that it 

explicitly links Judith with humility and the Assyrians with pride.125 Yet scholarship by art 

historians does not suggest that the sculpture should only be interpreted in relation to the 1466 

inscription. Although they have not considered the work in relation to Lucrezia’s storia sacra, 

Sarah Blake McHam and Roger J. Crum have observed that the triumph of humility over pride 

in the Judith story had an ongoing relevance for Florentines that remained relevant to an 

understanding of the sculpture.126 Crum points out that in fifteenth-century Florence, humility 

was seen to foster civic harmony whereas pride was seen to create factionalism and discord, 

and he relates this specifically to the internal dynamics of the Medici party in the 1450s.127 For 

McHam, Donatello’s presentation of the subject continues the medieval tradition of 

emphasising Judith’s virtue, particularly her chastity, over Holofernes’ licentiousness and 

pride.128 As she observes, there is a stark contrast between Judith’s modest clothing and 

Holofernes’ near nudity.129 The original inscription, also not extant, read: “Kingdoms fall 

through luxury [sin], cities rise through virtues. Behold the neck of pride severed by the hand 
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126 McHam, ""David" and "Judith"," 32-47; Roger J. Crum, "Severing the Neck of Pride: Donatello's "Judith and 
Holofernes" and the Recollection of Albizzi Shame in Medicean Florence," Artibus et Historiae 22, no. 44 
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of humility.”130 Donatello’s presentation of the subject is striking and literal. I suggest that the 

original themes of the sculpture are not rendered meaningless with the addition of Piero’s new 

inscription but that they take on another level of meaning.  

 

Indeed, I believe that there are a number of parallels between Donatello’s and Lucrezia’s 

Judiths that have not previously been noted. While Lucrezia may have chosen to highlight the 

original themes of the story in her retelling, rather than the newer, political ones, it is hard to 

conceive that she was not influenced by Donatello’s representation of the scene in her garden 

when she came to write her own characterisation of Judith. Her use of the fascinating term 

“manly heart” seems to put into words Donatello’s dramatic presentation of Judith, with her 

sword raised, about to strike Holofernes for the second time and completely sever his head. 

McHam has observed that this is the first and only representation of this dramatic moment in 

monumental sculpture. Most representations of the subject show Judith standing motionless 

over the already dead Holofernes.131 Although contemporary viewers would have been well 

versed in how the story unfolded, Donatello depicts the climax of the story in no uncertain 

terms. The viewer is confronted with the presentation of a woman engaged in what would 

have been seen as a distinctly masculine role, particularly within the scholastic notion of the 

sexes that prevailed in Florence. It is as if male and female roles have been reversed here. 

Judith is shown as active and in control. Her face is determined but calm (figure 27). She has 

had to draw on the full range of “masculine” qualities to get to this point and, as such, she is 

the embodiment of a “manly heart.” Although Lucrezia may not focus on the civic meanings 

that Donatello’s sculpture came to embody, her own version of the story is as equally rooted in 

contemporary events of another kind in its engagement with the debate on female capability.  

 

Tylus has demonstrated that Lucrezia’s Judith has considerably more agency than the 

apocryphal Judith. In the verses that follow those quoted above, we see the extent to which 

Lucrezia’s Judith is willing to take action:  

 

Thinking about this siege and the constraints  
in which her people found themselves,  
this young woman fell into a quandary,  
and she said to herself: “I would like to try  
to see if I can come up with some remedy.  
I will set out to prove if my plan might be useful,  
and why not? otherwise, we are lost:  
either dead of thirst, or subject to that pagan.  
 

                                                
130 Trans. McHam, ""David" and "Judith"," 36. 
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“If God wants to help his people escape,  
he will put this plan into effect,  
for he has placed in my heart what I must do:  
through his grace he will give me such understanding  
that I will know how to direct this plan  
and have success.” And after she spoke  
she rose up and instantly went out,  
going off to find her superiors.132  

 

These stanzas are quoted in full to demonstrate the agency Lucrezia instills in Judith – 

something that is original in her telling of the story. Immediately after Judith’s introduction in 

the apocryphal Book of Judith, we find her sending her maidservant to summon two of the 

elders and bring them to Judith in her home. Here, however, Judith herself goes to talk to the 

elders and announce her plans.133 What is more, as Tylus observes, she announces these plans 

in a public space.134 In giving Judith this increased agency, it is my suggestion that we see 

Lucrezia positioning Judith as an embodiment of learned virtue. While Lucrezia does not 

focus on Judith’s learning or erudition, Judith comes up with a plan and resolves to try and 

carry it out. As such, she serves as a counter to the men of Bethulia, rendered impotent by the 

actions of the Assyrians, who have cut off the water supply to the city. The response of the 

city leaders is simply to pray, a point also made by Gerry Milligan.135 They do not take any 

action and nor do they really try to come up with a solution. It is Judith who is driven to devise 

a plan and act on it.  

 

In emphasising Judith’s embodiment of these qualities, Lucrezia also underscores the 

disconnect between female capability and the constraints faced by contemporary Florentine 

women. It is particularly noteworthy that in the opening stanzas of the poem, Lucrezia uses the 

word “vedovetta” or “little widow” to characterise Judith: 

 

I found her story written in prose,   
and I was greatly impressed by her courage: 
a fearful little widow (vedovetta), 
she had your help, and she knew what to do and say; 
Lord, you made her bold and helped her plan succeed. 
Would that you could grant such a favour to me, 
so that I may turn her tale into rhyme, 
in a manner that would please.136 
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Such a diminutive term seems markedly at odds with Lucrezia’s subsequent characterisation 

and, indeed, Tylus suggests that it detracts from the acts that Judith goes on to perform.137 She 

contends that the juxtaposition of Judith as a “little widow” with a “manly heart” is indicative 

of the contradictions Judith embodies.138 Tylus also points out, however, that both Luigi Pulci 

and Petrarch used the same word in their characterisation of Judith.139 With this in mind, I 

contend that Lucrezia could have used the word somewhat ironically. In choosing to use a 

description that had been perpetuated by male authors before her, Lucrezia perhaps 

acknowledges the stereotype of the widow in fifteenth-century Florence – a stereotype that she 

may have been acutely aware of, given that she was probably a widow herself by the time she 

wrote this. Yet almost immediately she signals that there was more to Judith. She writes of 

“her plan” and indicates that even if God gave Judith the courage to act, the plan was hers 

alone. When she returns to Judith halfway through the poem, she goes on to show that the use 

of the diminutive was unfounded. Lucrezia’s historic narrative demonstrates that the fifteenth-

century boundaries between what were once distinctly masculine and feminine qualities are 

beginning to blur and that assumptions about women and, in this case, widows are unfounded. 

Through the historic character of Judith, Lucrezia imbues her text with a contemporary 

relevance. In consistently positioning Judith’s ingenuity and willingness to act within a context 

of great piety, Lucrezia demonstrates that it is in an expanded definition of female virtue that 

women might make their biggest contribution.   

 

This blurring of boundaries between long-standing and nascent feminine virtues and the 

tensions that might result from this process are even more apparent in Lucrezia’s Story of 

Queen Esther. When Lucrezia introduces Esther, another female protagonist who saves her 

people, she is shown to embody expected feminine virtues such as chastity, piety, prudence 

and beauty. Yet Esther abandons some of these traditional virtues when she is placed in an 

untenable position. Her husband, the king Ahasuerus, has ordered the persecution and death of 

all Jews within his empire, on the advice of his counsellor, Haman. Neither of them know that 

Esther herself is Jewish. The story comes to a climax when Esther reveals her Hebrew identity 

to Ahasuerus in the eighth of ten chapters in the hope of saving her people. In doing so, 

Esther’s courage, intelligence, and willingness to act are revealed, again demonstrating female 

potential. 
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Lucrezia uses the difficult situation in which Esther finds herself, as both queen and as a 

member of a soon-to-be persecuted people, as a vehicle for exploring the tensions women 

might face in adopting nascent female virtues. I would suggest that this might have been a 

motivating factor in her choice to tell this story, given Tylus’ point that this story was less 

popular during the fifteenth century than those of Judith and Susanna.140 Esther believes that 

she is powerless to act, as she is unable to approach her husband without being summoned.  

What is more, she is keenly aware that when Ahasuerus’ first wife, Vashti, had disobeyed him, 

“much wretchedness befell her.”141 In telling the story of Vashti at the beginning of the storia 

sacra, we hear the authorial voice of Lucrezia urging her female audience/reader not to 

disobey her husband, as Tylus has observed:142  

 

Women, learn nothing from this queen:  
be prudent, and listen to my words  
with great care and discretion.  
And if you do not think that what I say is right,  
consider Vashti, I myself would guess  
that much wretchedness befell her.143  

 

Such a direct address to a female audience does not originate in the biblical source.144 In fact, 

the sentiments of this passage seem strongly at odds with what we know of Lucrezia herself 

and seem more to reflect the scholastic ideas espoused by Alberti, explored in Chapter One. 

Yet it allows Lucrezia to develop the sense of conflict that Esther feels. Esther knows her 

situation places her in the unique position of being able to save her people, a point that is 

reinforced to her by her uncle, Mordecai, who communicates with Esther through a servant. 

Ultimately, Mordecai’s words are compelling and she resolves to disobey her husband’s 

orders. While Mordecai seeks to persuade Esther, Lucrezia demonstrates that ultimately the 

decision is Esther’s alone and again stresses her heroine’s autonomy: 

 

And once this was done, without fear  
she would go and break the command,  
and then they would see if she would die,  
and thus she resolved to herself to carry out this plan:  
she would die for the sake of her people […].145 
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Thus, despite Lucrezia’s initial exhortation to women to obey their husbands, she emphasises 

Esther’s willingness to disobey royal custom and approach her husband without his 

summons.146 While Tylus notes this and demonstrates that passages such as these heighten the 

sense of drama and add depth to Esther’s characterisation, when compared to the apocryphal 

source, I would contend that, again, they should also be considered for their contribution to the 

debate around female capability. By espousing something akin to the scholastic conception of 

female virtue, and then subverting it, Lucrezia is able to demonstrate the true extent of female 

potential. The way in which she does this is not dissimilar to the approach that Isotta Nogarola 

uses in her Dialogue. As discussed in Chapter One, Ross demonstrates that the character Isotta 

uses the voice of “Ludovico” to advance her more “feminist” arguments but, ultimately, it is 

Isotta-as-author, who actually advances these arguments.147 While the Story of Queen Esther is 

very different as storia sacra and not a Latin dialogue, there is a similar distinction between 

the interventions by Lucrezia as author and the seemingly straightforward telling of the story, 

where we are less aware of the author’s voice. That is, even though Lucrezia uses her own 

voice to articulate the accepted perspective on the female role as author, she is also responsible 

for the embellishments to the biblical story that place a greater emphasis on women’s ability to 

think, act and achieve. In her characterisation of Esther’s agency and autonomy, she 

encourages her contemporaries to think differently about female ability.  

 

In prompting her contemporaries to reflect on female potential, Lucrezia’s importance to the 

beginnings of the debate on female potential should not be underestimated. I would argue that 

in her writing, Lucrezia does not simply provide examples of female achievement, but she 

demonstrates to contemporary women how they might act with greater agency despite the 

constraints they faced. It is important to note, then, that Lucrezia’s storie sacre were circulated 

relatively widely amongst Medici family and friends, and that they appear to have been 

circulated within convents too. Stefanie Solum has demonstrated that Lucrezia’s works 

appeared in manuscript compilations that were not owned by her immediate family.148 She 

cites a fifteenth-century codex that included one of Lucrezia’s poems along with several other 

laudi, a sacra rappresentazione by the poet Feo Belcari (1410-1484) and the “Poem of 

Christ,” which was a personalised devotional curriculum.149 Solum notes that the final page, 

which contains various ricordi, is dated 1482.150 This was the year of Lucrezia’s death, which 
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indicates that her works were circulating by the end of her life, at least. Solum also details 

another codex compilation of the fifteenth century that includes two of Lucrezia’s storie sacre, 

along with other sacre rappresentazioni and sacred verse.151 In comparison to the previous 

manuscript, Solum notes that this one is modest, written in brown ink on paper and devoid of 

any illumination, thus demonstrating that Lucrezia’s works circulated to different types of 

audiences. It included a variety of sacre rappresentazioni and Lucrezia’s Saint John the 

Baptist and Judith.152 Martelli contends that nuns in convents may also have read Lucrezia’s 

works and I would suggest that this manuscript may have belonged in such a setting.153 Even if 

not, its existence indicates the relevance of Lucrezia’s works in setting beyond Florentine 

patrician palaces.  

 

One further manuscript worth considering is BNCF Magliabechiano MS VII.1159, a fifteenth-

century manuscript that included Lucrezia’s John the Baptist and Judith, and four of her laudi. 

Solum notes that this was owned by a Bernardo Niccolini, although she does not give any 

further information.154 There were several Bernardos or Bernadinos in the Niccolini family, 

making it difficult to identify the specific owner.  Whichever member of the family it might 

have been, this ownership is of particular relevance to my argument, as Ginevra de’ Benci 

married into the Niccolini family. Her father-in-law was a Bernardo Niccolini, although his 

death in 1470 rules him out as the owner of this manuscript. It is possible that the owner was a 

cousin, nephew or great-nephew of Ginevra’s husband, all of whom were named Bernardo.155 

Such a point, which has not previously been made by scholars, is significant for further 

consolidating the links between Ginevra, her natal family, her marital family and the circle of 

vernacular poets around Lorenzo and Lucrezia. This, and the other manuscripts indicates that 

the contemporary women whom she sought to empower would have had access to her storie 

sacre.  

 

It is my suggestion that Lucrezia saw learned virtue as the means by which contemporary 

women might wield greater autonomy. In Judith and Esther, Lucrezia consistently couches the 

female assumption of previously masculine qualities within conventional female virtues. The 

biblical accounts stress that it was the great piety of these heroines that assured their success 

and, while Lucrezia emphasises this too, she also demonstrates that it is through her heroines’ 
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intelligence and strategic approach that they are successful. Significantly, we see the female 

protagonists carry out their plans primarily through their words – that is, through the outward 

expression of their intelligence. Milligan has observed the significance of this in relation to 

Esther, noting that it is with words that women can position themselves as active subjects.156 

He points out two crucial passages in the poem where Esther herself explicitly articulates this 

concept. Before she approaches Ahasuerus, Esther prays for the “perfect words” that will help 

her convince the king: 

 

As for me, make the tongue in my mouth 
pregnant with perfect words; may they surge forth 
like a rich vein of water from a spring. 
And may I succeed in uttering my words 
in such a way to the king that these great burdens 
be lifted from us and my wishes heard.157  

 

Esther repeats these sentiments, in her thoughts, when she is in front of Ahasuerus: 

 

“Now I will have vengeance:  
O my Lord, teach me how to speak,  
so I will know how to utter words that will persuade.”158 

 

Judith, too, notes the power of words explicitly as she addresses the city priests and utters a 

similar sentiment as she starts to initiate her plan. She proclaims: 

 

“May each of you note my words!  
through his grace, God has put it into my heart  
to meddle in things so your vows will be heard.”159 

 

In articulating such concepts, Lucrezia stresses that although the climatic action of Judith, in 

particular, might not be something that a contemporary woman could imagine herself doing, it 

is actually through her words that Judith initially imbues herself with agency. Milligan points 

out that this would have been a “ground-breaking message” for girls who had been taught that 

their worth was related solely to their chastity.160 In imparting this message to her female 

audience, I suggest that Lucrezia was not simply celebrating past female achievement but 

encouraging it in future generations. 
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Lucrezia’s use of the word “meddle” in the above quote is worth exploring further in this 

regard. Tylus has noted that Lucrezia uses the word “meddle” or “frammettersi” to describe 

the actions of Judith and argues that such a characterisation applies to many of Lucrezia’s 

female characters.161 While the word is not used explicitly in Esther, the queen’s actions – 

trying to influence politics for the good of her own people – would certainly have been viewed 

as interfering by men in the context of fifteenth-century Florence. In fact, Lucrezia’s choice of 

the word “meddle” is particularly appropriate as it was a word used by Florentine males to 

characterise female behaviour. In Alberti’s Della famiglia, the older relative Giannozzo 

counsels against female meddling a number of times. He argues that “it would hardly win us 

respect if our wife busied herself among the men in the marketplace, out in the public eye.”162 

He later describes how he kept his valuables safe by limiting those who knew about them. 

While he showed his wife their “household treasures,” she was not privy to his books and 

records: 

 

To take away any taste she might have for looking at my notes or prying into my 
private affairs, I often used to express my disapproval of bold and forward females 
who try too hard to know about things outside the house and about the concerns of 
their husband and of men in general.163   

 

This position seems to reflect what F. W. Kent has characterised as a wider republican dislike 

of female “meddling” in public affairs.164 Yet as I will demonstrate in the following chapter, 

the historical personage of Lucrezia was able to wield her influence most particularly through 

a kind of meddling. The use of informal political networks was very much a part of Florentine 

society and it was through these that women might be able to influence a course of events. The 

way in which Esther petitions Ahasuerus seems to reflect this method, thus demonstrating that 

it is through meddling that women wield some degree of political influence. At the same time, 

however, Lucrezia’s use of the word “meddling” does not carry the same negative 

connotations as it does when used by Alberti. Lucrezia’s characterisations remain free of the 

patronising and often misogynous tone that is found in much contemporary male-authored 

literature such as that by Alberti and the earlier work of Boccaccio that was explored in 

Chapter One.  In positioning female achievements in such a positive voice, she moves beyond 

the example set by Boccaccio and provides a way forward for contemporary women. Even 

when her protagonists do not have Judith’s “manly heart,” Lucrezia shows women that it is 

through words and action alongside their piety – that is, through learned virtue – that they too 

                                                
161 Tylus, Sacred Narratives, 47. 
162 Alberti, The Family, 207. 
163 Ibid., 209. 
164 Kent, "Sainted Mother," 79. 



 104 

might influence a course of action for the greater good. The balancing of nascent feminine 

virtue with existing virtue ensures female success. 

 

 

Ginevra as Poet and Mountain Tiger 
 

Using erudition as a way of investing oneself with agency is perhaps seen most clearly in the 

one line of Ginevra de’ Benci’s poetry that has survived and that is recorded in the letter from 

G.: “Chieggo merzede e son alpestro tygre.” (I ask your forgiveness and I am a mountain 

tiger.) Bryce has analysed Ginevra’s line in depth yet art historians have not noted the 

significance of her analysis to an understanding of Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci. 

Nor has Bryce related her poetic analysis to Ginevra’s portrait. Drawing on Bryce’s analysis of 

the poetic line, I would add that it appears that Ginevra’s poem can be interpreted in the 

context of learned virtue, which makes it particularly relevant here. The line is the first line of 

a sestina, a format that is made up of six six-line stanzas and a three-line tornata (refrain).165 

Bryce points out that the sestina was very much a part of the male poetic tradition, which is 

perhaps why the art historian Carlo Carnesecchi doubted that the author was Ginevra.166 He 

argued that the poem would have been written to Ginevra rather than by her; while she was 

cultured and beautiful, she was not a “pupil of the Muses.”167 Bryce, however, argues that 

Carnesecchi’s opinion is probably the result of gender prejudice.168 Certainly the line is written 

in the first person as the words “cheggio” (I ask) and “sono” (I am) demonstrate. Moreover, 

the way G. phrases his letter indicates that it was Ginevra herself who wrote the sestina. Bryce 

argues that there is no reason why the phrase “veder di vostre parole” should not be translated 

as “see some of your words.”169 Similarly, Alessandro Contini-Bonaccosi’s translation in 

Walker, “read some words of yours,” highlights that it is “your words” and not someone else’s 

words to Ginevra.170  

 

Accepting her authorship, we see Ginevra as a poet engaging with this male poetic tradition as 

a vehicle for expressing her erudition. It is not apparent whether she does so with a male or 

female persona, however. Bryce has studied the original letter in which the line appears and 

notes that there is a blot that obscures the final letter in the adjective “alpestro” that describes 
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the tiger.171 While she observes that both Carnesecchi and Walker have transcribed the 

adjective as “alpestro,” she contends that the gender-neutral form “alpestre” also existed in 

the period and that Ginevra may have chosen to use this form of the adjective.172 If this was the 

case, it could indicate that she used a female poetic persona although, as Bryce points out, it is 

equally possible that she masqueraded as male for the purposes of the poem.173 

 

Irrespective of the poet’s persona, the use of the adjective “alpestr[o/e]” is as fascinating as 

Lucrezia’s “manly heart.” In addition to referring to the alpine or mountainous, it has 

connotations of being wild, savage and solitary.174 Given that it is used to describe a tiger, an 

animal already associated with such qualities as swiftness and cruelty, the image it creates is 

striking.175 Identifying oneself as a mountain tiger is absent in any portrayal of any 

Renaissance woman. In no way does it recall the standard feminine virtues. This exceptional 

reference would have been further emphasised when the word “tiger” was repeated throughout 

the poem. Bryce demonstrates that because the sestina format is based on the repetition of 

words, rather than conventional rhyme, that the last word in the first line would also appear in 

the remaining five lines of the stanza as well as in the tornata.176 In relation to Ginevra’s line 

of poetry, this means that the word “tiger” must have appeared a total of seven times in the 

sestina.177 The poet’s bold self-characterisation as a tiger in the one extant line would have 

been repeated and, presumably, re-emphasised throughout the sestina.  

 

While the motif of the tiger is remarkable, there is little context for understanding its meaning 

completely, given that the rest of the sestina has not been uncovered. Bryce notes that the tiger 

appears only three times in Petrarch’s poetry, and in the sonnets rather than the sestine.178 

Interestingly, however, she also observes that the motif appears in extended similes in the 

poetry of Ginevra’s contemporaries, Poliziano and Lorenzo de’ Medici.179 It may be that the 

tiger had particular relevance for this group of Florentine letterati. That said, its meaning in 

relation to a female author is harder to interpret.  However, I would suggest that it could be 

interpreted in relation to Ginevra-as-poet’s embodiment of both existing and nascent virtues. 

The image of the mountain tiger also needs to be considered within the context of the first half 
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of the line. Taken together, the two sections, “I ask your forgiveness” and “I am a mountain 

tiger” form a striking paradox. As Garrard points out, tigers ask forgiveness of no one.180 Such 

paradox is one of the principal conventions of Petrarchan poetry, and it seems probable that 

the phrase embraces that tradition.  

 

However, it is possible that the line was also intended to be autobiographical and encompass 

the paradox Ginevra saw within her own life. On the one hand we have a Renaissance 

noblewoman who embodies all of the key virtues expected of her, most particularly piety and 

chastity. These virtues were exemplified in her role as a wife and also, as I will go on to show 

in Chapter Four, her role as a commessa – as a virtuous Christian woman who appears to have 

chosen to live a simple, enclosed life at various times. On the other, we have a proud, educated 

and independent woman, who writes poetry, embodies the ideal of learned virtue and has 

chosen to live a life that occupies two different spheres – palace and convent. It is possible that 

such a choice set Ginevra apart, making her something of a paradox herself, an “other” who 

occupied a more liminal space, never fully belonging in either. The one line of her poetry that 

exists draws attention to the paradox at the centre of her existence.  

 

In this, I argue that Ginevra’s self-characterisation can be viewed in similar terms to 

Lucrezia’s characterisation of Judith’s “manly heart.” While Ginevra’s characterisation is 

different in that it is written in the first person and she assumes a poetic persona rather than 

writes about a historic female character, it nevertheless demonstrates that Ginevra engaged 

with the idea that women could take on traditionally “male” characterisations and, moreover, 

that this could become a source of virtue. Although Ginevra does not speak specifically of 

learning or erudition, her engagement with a poetic form reserved for men implicitly makes a 

case for her own intellectual achievement. Like Lucrezia, she celebrates female learning and 

erudition by engaging with a new tradition, thus indicating women’s potential for 

achievement.  

 

 

The Wider Context of the Florentine Writing Woman and the Writing of Antonia Tanini 

Pulci 
 

It is significant that some of these issues are also apparent in the writing of Lucrezia and 

Ginevra’s contemporary, the author of sacre rappresentazioni (sacred plays), Antonia Tanini 

Pulci. Although there is no known portrait of Antonia, I will consider her writing briefly as it 
                                                
180 Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 42. 
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augments an understanding of the development of a female voice in fifteenth-century 

Florence. Like Lucrezia, Antonia often centres her writing on a female protagonist, such as in 

her Play of Saint Domitilla (written by 1483) and her Play of Saint Guglielma (published in 

the 1490s, although written by 1487), but even in her plays that centre on a male protagonist, 

she introduces issues that would have resonated with her female readers and audience. As 

James Wyatt Cook has pointed out, her female protagonists are heroic and intelligent as well 

as virtuous.181 Like Lucrezia, she emphasises the great piety of her female protagonists but also 

their wit and ability to think quickly. They, too, demonstrate that there was more to 

womanhood than piety alone and may also be viewed through the lens of learned virtue.  

 

In her Play of Saint Guglielma we see how she approaches the issue of female 

disempowerment. Guglielma, an English princess and the wife of the king of Hungary, faces a 

situation not unlike that of Susanna. She is falsely accused of infidelity by her brother-in-law 

and sentenced to death. With no recourse to plead her case to the king, she prays to God before 

her death. Her executioner recognises her innocence and releases her. After travelling a 

considerable distance, Guglielma takes refuge in a convent, where she gains a reputation as a 

healer through her great piety. While most of the play focuses on this piety, her intelligence is 

revealed at the climax. The king and his brother, who is now suffering from leprosy, go to the 

convent to see the healer. Neither of them recognise her. Guglielma recognises them, although 

she does not show it. After they petition Guglielma to heal the king’s brother, Guglielma says 

that he must first confess his sins to the king, thus orchestrating a situation where her own 

innocence is finally revealed to the king. Guglielma then heals her brother-in-law before 

revealing her identity to them. Antonia’s approach is similar to that used by Lucrezia in her 

Story of Devout Susanna. Antonia draws attention to the constraints Guglielma faces as a 

woman – constraints that were not uncommon for contemporary women – but demonstrates 

that when the opportunity is provided, Guglielma acts decisively and autonomously. Her 

intelligence at this climatic point is complemented by the piety she has shown throughout the 

ordeal she has faced.  

 

That Antonia’s voice was of great relevance to her audience is demonstrated by her publishing 

success. As Weaver has demonstrated, Antonia was one of the first women writers to send her 

works to press and her plays had two editions each by the end of the fifteenth century.182 They 

were also performed in a variety of settings, including the piazze outside churches, 

                                                
181 James Wyatt Cook and Barbara Collier Cook, eds., Antonia Pulci. Florentine Drama for Convent and 
Festival: Seven Sacred Plays (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 10. 
182 James Wyatt Cook and Elissa Weaver, eds., Saints' Lives and Bible Stories for the Stage (Toronto: Iter Inc.: 
Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 2010), 21. 
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confraternities and convents, to wide audiences. Cook notes that Antonia oversaw the 

production of her plays as long as her health permitted.183 Her Play of Saint Domitilla bears the 

date 1483 following the title and was included in an anthology of religious plays published in 

Florence. While this anthology is not dated and there is no indication of the publisher, it is 

attributed to the press of Antonio Miscomini and to the early 1490s. Weaver notes that 

Miscomini was active in Florence from 1481 or 1482 until 1494 and contends that Antonia’s 

work was first published around 1483, or that it was intended to be, at least, and then included 

in this anthology.184 As she points out, such a date would make Antonia’s publication 

contemporaneous with that of other women, such as Cassandra Fedele whose Oratorio pro 

Bertucio Lamberto was published in 1487.185 Cox demonstrates that this interest in Antonia’s 

work continued throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with thirty-five further 

editions of the works that are securely attributed to her.186 

 

This brings up an interesting point in relation to the output of Lucrezia and emphasises the 

extent to which the confinement of Lucrezia’s achievements to prescribed gender roles can 

impact our interpretation of her achievements. In her brief consideration of Lucrezia’s poetry, 

Tomas compares the fact that Lucrezia’s poetry was not published in her lifetime to the fact 

that Lorenzo’s work was, and implies that this is the result of gender limitations.187 Similarly, 

she argues that Lucrezia’s sacred stories were only ever performed for family and Medici 

intimates, whereas one of Lorenzo’s plays was publically performed in 1490.188 Yet the early 

publication and performance of Antonia’s plays demonstrates that gender was not the 

determining issue. Cox has pointed out that there is an unconscious bias in modern scholarship 

where we see print publication of women writers as the biggest indicator of merit.189 She notes 

that even though print was available in the last quarter of the fifteenth century, its impact on 

women’s writing was not readily apparent until after 1500.190 More importantly, she argues 

that the most prestigious means of circulation remained the manuscript.191 

 

While Cox explores this particularly in relation to the publication of women’s writing in the 

sixteenth century, her point has particular relevance to this discussion as it demonstrates the 

                                                
183 Cook and Cook, Antonia Pulci, 18. 
184 Cook and Weaver, Saints' Lives, 2, note 1. 
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186 Cox, Women's Writing, 235. 
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189 Cox, Women's Writing, 88. 
190 Ibid., 37. 
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bias inherent in some of the scholarship around Lucrezia’s poetry.192 It becomes apparent that 

when we consider Lucrezia’s writing from within the wider context of writing women, that 

there is more to the issue than the fact that prescribed gender roles did not allow for 

publication of women writers. Cook has suggested that the publication and performance of 

Antonia’s plays, alongside those of her husband, may have been a financial necessity.193 

Although an old noble Florentine family, the Pulci were impoverished and the idea of writing 

sacred plays for popular performance and for publication in the burgeoning Florentine printing 

industry not only capitalized on their talents but also offered a means for them to survive 

financially.194 These circumstances, which are vastly different to those of Lucrezia, may be 

enough to explain the differences in the circulation of their works. Aside from the fact that the 

Florentine printing industry was in its infancy in the 1470s and early 1480s, it may have been 

a matter of personal choice by Lucrezia to limit the circulation of her poetry to manuscript 

form. 

 

The manuscript and print circulation of Lucrezia’s and Antonia’s works respectively suggests 

the acceptance of the vernacular writing woman in Florence. This is worth underscoring as I 

move from Florence to Milan to consider the emergence of the writing woman there. As 

argued in the introduction to this chapter, the second stage of the revival of the vernacular 

occurred in the 1480s and 90s in the northern Italian courts and was cultivated by women. 

While Latin-centred humanist culture still thrived in the courts in the 1490s, as is evidenced by 

the examples of Latin-educated court women explored in Chapter One, the decade marked a 

distinct turning point in literary culture and, by the early sixteenth century, the vernacular was 

established as the dominant literary language in Italy. The issue of language that had occupied 

Florence in the fifteenth century and which opened this chapter began to be debated beyond 

Tuscany, as vernacular poetry was cultivated in the northern courts. The debate was finally 

resolved in 1525 when Pietro Bembo writes his Prose della volgar lingua (Writings on the 

Volgar Tongue). This established the canon for vernacular writing, wherein poetry follows the 

Petrarchan model and prose is modelled on Boccaccio, demonstrating the extent to which the 

work by Alberti, Bruni, Landino, Lorenzo and Poliziano effectively established their 

superiority.  

 

1490s Milan was one of the most active centres for cultivating vernacular poetry in the late 

fifteenth century and there was a blossoming of female literary production in this 
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environment.195 As noted earlier, scholars credit this to the active role played by women, as is 

evidenced by the writing of Calmeta, Castiglione and Bandello. While these works highlight 

that the paradigm of learned virtue is still relevant, the woman writer does undergo some 

transformation that aligns her with her courtly context. Finotti identifies her as the ideal court 

lady.196 He asserts that the ideal court lady translated her own personal culture into a character 

and played the part of the learned woman. She inspired poets and their works and, moreover, 

transformed herself into an actress capable of staging poetry.197 While he notes that literary 

competence had always been an essential aspect of courtly life, he argues that the self-

fashioning that was integral to courtly life encouraged women to move from connoisseurs to 

creators of poetry.198 This characterisation provides a relevant context for Cecilia Gallerani 

who can be recognised as a poet due to the literary testimonies of Bandello and Calmeta, 

despite the absence of extant work.  

 

 

Cecilia as Poet and the Emergence of the Modern Sappho 
 

Bandello’s description of Cecilia “hold[ing] such lofty conversation with the muses” in her 

studiolo, quoted earlier, alludes to Cecilia’s own production.199 Cecilia is not simply portrayed 

as a connoisseur of literature and poetry. Rather the vignettes in Bandello’s Novelle 

consistently note that she was a poet in her own right. In another novella Bandello writes, 

“How could I forget the modern Sappho, the lady Cecilia Gallerana, Countess Bergamina, 

who so gracefully composes verses in Italian as well as in Latin?”200 Similarly, in the sonnet 

that Bandello wrote to Cecilia, he praises her for her abilities as a writer of poetry, which 

everyone admires, and which is beyond compare.201 In the final lines, he compares her again to 

                                                
195 Cox, Women's Writing, 46. 
196 Finotti, "Women Writers," 121-45. 
197 Ibid., 122. 
198 Ibid., 121-22. 
199 Bandello, The Novels, I, 300-01. 
200 Trans. Finotti, "Women Writers," 127. 
201 This sonnet has not been translated and seems to have little written about it, except by Pedretti CIXVII, 
Fragmenti delle Rime, Francesco Flora (ed), Tutte le opere di Matteo Bandello, Milan, 1935, 2: 1180, reprinted in 
Carlo Pedretti, "Gleanings," Achademia Leonardi Vinci 10(1997): 234): 

Costei, ch’Italia sovra l’altre onora 
e de le tosche rime dale il vanto, 
è la gentil Cecilia, il cui bel canto 
non ebbe par giammai, nè trova ancora. 
L’altro suo stil sì dottamente infiora, 
e così lima, e ripulisce tanto, 
ch’ ogni’uom l’ammira e riverisce quanto 
il chiaro Tosco che la Laura adora. 
forse saràchi Safo par le dica, 
Safo sì dotta, sì famosa e chiara, 
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Sappho, saying that although Sappho was rare, Cecilia is as learned as Sappho. In addition, she 

is more chaste than Sappho, again underscoring the balance between existing and emerging 

paradigms of virtue. 

 

The comparison to Sappho is particularly important as it demonstrates how Cecilia was seen to 

embrace the emerging paradigm of the learned woman. Cecilia was just one of a circle of 

female learned women who were compared to Sappho. The analogy was also made regarding 

Camilla Scarampa (1476-1520), the most famous female poet before Veronica Gambara, and 

whom Bandello described as “copious Sappho.”202 As Campbell points out, the Veronese 

humanist Isotta Nogarola had also been invoked in a comparison with Sappho by Ludovico 

Foscarini in 1453, when he wrote “Those who erected a bronze statue to Sappho, the girl from 

Lesbos, should have erected it to you.”203 Isabella d’Este was also compared to Sappho in a 

painted description, according to Campbell’s argument that the central figure in Lorenzo 

Costa’s Coronation of a Woman Poet/Allegory of the Court of Isabella d’Este should be seen 

as the crowning of Sappho by Venus.204 He contends that Sappho was the most relevant 

ancient example to invoke through a comparison with Isabella.  Like Sappho, Isabella was a 

musician and a singer, and may have authored some poetry. Lyric poetry, the literary form 

most propagated by Isabella, could be imagined as having a female origin in the poetess of 

Lesbos.205  

 

Sappho of Lesbos as the most important female practitioner of ancient literature had become 

an object of fascination as humanistic and especially Greek studies developed over the 

fifteenth century.206 Cox has discussed the legitimising function performed by comparing 

fifteenth-century “learned ladies” with classical exempla of “famous women” and notes that 

the modern woman writer is most often presented as Sappho or Cornificia.207 Over the 1470s 

and 1480s, major humanists had pieced together what was known of Sappho’s life and poetry 

from classical historical and literary sources.208 In particular, the humanist commentary 

                                                                                                                                                    
che tra poetti tiene il luoco anch’ella. 
Ceda a la nostra quell/estate antica, 
Chè se fu Safo, come dicon, rara, 
Più casta è questa, nè più dotta è quella. 

202 Cox, Women's Writing, 46. 
203 Campbell, Cabinet of Eros, 201 and 359, note 39. 
204 Ibid., 199. 
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206 Cox, Women's Writing, 48. 
207 Ibid., 25-29. 
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emphasised her excellence as a poet and her role as “tenth muse” (decima musa).209 Campbell 

notes that “tenth muse” was Sappho’s most famous epithet, conferred on her in an epigram 

first attributed to Plato.210 The verse by “Plato” reads: “Some say that there are nine Muses, but 

they are careless, for look! – there is Sappho of Lesbos who is a tenth.”211 This seems to be 

related to Boccaccio’s characterisation of Sappho in De mulieribus claris as a woman of great 

learning who “dared the peaks of Parnassus” and “mingled with the Muses.”212 

 

This dual characterisation as both poet and Muse permeates the literary celebrations of Cecilia 

and other writing women. Giulio Cesare Scaligero (1484-1558) celebrates Cecilia in an 

epigram in which he counts her amongst the Muses.213 Similarly, Bandello writes:  

 

you must also show it to our two Muses, the Countess Cecilia Gallerana and the Lady 
Camilla Scarampa, who are in truth in this our age two shining lights of the Italian  
tongue.214  

 

Although it repeats many of the tropes that characterise Bandello’s characterisation of Cecilia, 

it is significant because it also brings in a specific comparison with one of her contemporaries, 

the poet Camilla Scarampa, and gives an insight into the quality of Cecilia’s poetry. Scarampa 

was the most famous female poet before Veronica Gambara and herself the object of tributes 

by celebrated poets such as Scaligero and Iacopo Sannazaro (1458-1530) in addition to 

Bandello. She was directly involved in literary society from 1454 to 1500, holding her own 

academy of poetry and music. As there is no known painted portrait of her, she does not form 

a focus of this study. Garrard has already noted that one of Scarampa’s sonnets from the 1490s 

articulates similar ideas to those explored in Chapter One yet it is worth including here as it 

rounds out the wider context of the vernacular writing woman. 215 

 

                                                
209 Ibid., 48-49. 
210 Campbell, Cabinet of Eros, 200. 
211 Ibid. 
212 Ibid., 202. 
213 Reprinted in  Gustavo Uzielli, Ricerche intorno a Leonardo da Vinci (Turin: Ermanno Loescher, 1896), 268. 
This has not been translated into English, to my knowledge. 

Caecilia Bergamina 
Caecilia in speculi quoties se viderit orbe: 
Non alio capitur lumine: tota sua est. 
Vnica pulchrarum cum sit norma, unica, rerum: 
Sic merito potuit sola placer sibi. 
Musarum est: Musae quoties docuere canentem. 
At Musae illius cum docet esse volunt. 
Hoc rarum est, didicisse Deas: at rarius illus: 
Nam Musas, potius, cum canit, ipsa facit.  

214 Bandello, The Novels, I, 60. 
215 Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 45. 
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Let him who wishes blame my hardness: I am resolved to follow my chaste intent, 
which guides me along the righteous path, filling my spirits with a yearning for 
greatness. Flee, youth; come age: I put my faith only in virtue [virtù], and my 
disdainful, proud soul despises what the blind hordes prize. So aflame is my mind with 
the desire for virtue that all other labours seem to me vain and feeble. So let me follow 
my lofty ambition, for beauty without virtue [virtù] is worthless. Let no man contest 
my will.216 

 

In this powerful poem, Scarampa uses the masculine virtù to describe herself, as Garrard 

points out. In doing so, she repeats the trope that it is through learning that women can achieve 

fame and honour. I would add to Garrard’s observation that in aligning her erudition with her 

chastity, Scarampa demonstrates the extent to which they are bound together in a new female 

paradigm of learned virtue. In emphasising the extent to which writing women valued their 

own agency she provides further context for exploring portraits of them.  

 

That Cecilia Gallerani, along with her earlier forerunners Lucrezia Tornabuoni and Ginevra 

de’ Benci, were represented in portraits that differ so much from the marriage portrait 

indicates the role that these women played in establishing an expanded feminine paradigm. 

This new model of womanhood became a powerful cultural presence over the following 

decades and inspired the discussions in the third book of Baldassarre Castiglione’s Il 

cortegiano, along with books such as Pietro Bembo’s Asolani, set in Caterina Cornaro’s 

“court” at Asolo in 1505.217 In fact, Cox has proposed that Cecilia, along with Camilla 

Scarampa, Veronica Gambara and Isabella d’Este, was the inspiration for Castiglione’s court 

lady.218 Finotti demonstrates that one of the fundamental competencies of Castiglione’s court 

woman includes the gift of the word.219 As well as being adept at conversation and literate, she 

should also be able to write.220 When it comes to writing, women are given an equal footing 

with men, thanks to ancient examples like Sappho.221 While there are a number of textual 

limitations to Il cortegiano, where he ultimately contains female independence, as has been 

discussed extensively by Benson, it is relevant to my argument for demonstrating the extent to 

which the vernacular writing woman had been successfully established in intellectual circles 
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over the last decades of the fifteenth century. 222 As Cox points out, Castiglione’s dialogue only 

had relevance because living examples of this nascent paradigm had become such a powerful 

cultural presence.223 Cecilia Gallerani and Camilla Scarampa in Milan, and Lucrezia 

Tornabuoni, Ginevra de’ Benci and Antonia Tanini Pulci in Florence provided a compelling 

example of female achievement.  

  

While the literary testaments by writers such as Castiglione, Bandello and Calmeta, along with 

anonymous writers such as G., are now an important testament to the establishment of 

fifteenth-century writing women given the dearth of extant work, I contend that we gain 

further insight into those women at the forefront of this emerging cultural phenomenon 

through a study of their portraits. The cultural flowering that occurred in Florence in the 1470s 

provided a unique set of circumstances that allowed not only for women to start writing in the 

vernacular but also for the representation of these women in portraiture. The establishment of 

conventions for the portrayal of writing women moved with Leonardo to Milan where he was 

able to develop it further in his Portrait of Cecilia Gallerani. In the case studies that follow, I 

will explore the portraits of Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Ginevra de’ Benci and Cecilia Gallerani in 

relation to the ideas about female achievement and learned virtue that they and their 

contemporaries articulated in their writing. In doing so, I will explore whether these portraits 

might be seen as the visual counterparts of an expanding paradigm of female virtue and female 

achievement.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

A Model of Learned Virtue: The Portrait of Lucrezia Tornabuoni 

(c.1475), attributed to Ghirlandaio 
 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni (1427-1482) is the ideal case study with which to begin as it is widely 

accepted that she was the most prominent Florentine woman of the fifteenth century and 

challenged many of the scholastic assumptions about women. In the previous chapter, I 

explored her emergence and impact as a vernacular writer, arguing that her poetic output 

should be celebrated for its role in establishing the emergence of a female voice in literary 

culture. In addition to her writing, Lucrezia was a powerful political, cultural and religious 

patron, standing as a potent example of female achievement. The recent scholarship by social 

historians, F. W. Kent and Natalie Tomas, has seen Lucrezia emerge as a historical person 

who acted with political and personal autonomy, thus complimenting the work done by the 

literary scholar Tylus that highlights Lucrezia’s unique contribution to Florentine literary 

culture.1 Kent and Tomas demonstrate that Lucrezia played a significant role in Florentine 

public life, particularly from the 1460s, and she was a powerful woman in her own right. In 

addition, they emphasise that she was revered for her extensive charity and good works. 

Recently, the art historian Stefanie Solum has drawn on these insights to explore Lucrezia’s 

role in fifteenth-century Florentine visual culture. She challenges the assumption that secular 

Florentine women, unlike their courtly counterparts, were not art patrons and considers Medici 

art patronage for evidence of Lucrezia’s contribution. She argues that Lucrezia’s interests are 

especially apparent in images that include the figure of John the Baptist as a child.2  

 

Solum’s work is especially relevant to my argument as it is the first art historical investigation 

into Lucrezia that applies the social and literary scholarship of Kent, Tomas and Tylus. In this 

chapter – and, indeed, the two that follow – I will use a similar methodology to the one used 

by Solum, although I focus on the independent Portrait of Lucrezia Tornabuoni, attributed to 

Ghirlandaio. I will consider how an understanding of Lucrezia as a historical person enables a 

much richer understanding of her independent portrait. I will look specifically at the display of 

the portrait in the camera terrena sul androne (ground floor entrance chamber by the 
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vestibule) of the Tornabuoni palace and argue that it draws on the display of a male portrait, 

specifically that of Piero Pollaiuolo’s Portrait of Galeazzo Maria Sforza (1471) (figure 28), in 

a similar room in the Medici palace. Although the art historians Patricia Simons, Allison Levy 

and Eleonora Luciano have noted the location of the portrait, mentioned in the 1497 inventory 

of the Tornabuoni palace, none have considered the implications of its placement in this 

room.3 In considering this location, I will make specific comparisons with the other female 

portrait that was mentioned in the Tornabuoni inventory, Ghirlandaio’s Giovanna degli Albizzi 

Tornabuoni (1488/90) (figure 16). This portrait, which I included with the marriage portraits 

explored in the Introduction, conforms to what is known of the display of portraits of women. 

In discussing this, I draw on the research of John Kent Lydecker and James R. Lindow, who 

consider the context of the fifteenth-century Florentine palace as a site for displaying art.4 

Lydecker and Lindow, as well as Maria DePrano, provide an important framework for 

understanding the specific functions of the camera terrena, although none of them apply these 

insights to the Lucrezia Tornabuoni.5  

 

I will also situate this portrait within the wider context of Lucrezia as a portrait subject, 

contending that Lucrezia was the most often represented Florentine woman in fifteenth-

century portraiture. It is notable, however, that she has not been the subject of any sustained 

exploration as a portrait subject, although various art historians have considered individual 

portraits. Shelley Zuraw argues that the sculpted bust of Lucrezia, listed in the Medici 

inventory of 1492, is the sitter in the portrait bust in Pisa (figures 24 & 25) that was explored 

in the Introduction.6 Simons briefly explores the three possible portraits of Lucrezia painted by 

Ghirlandaio in the Tornabuoni Chapel in Santa Maria Novella, Florence.7 Solum has suggested 

she is one of three women represented in the chapel, painted by Bennozzo Gozzoli, within the 

Medici palace.8 Eleonora Luciano briefly considers the painted panel portrait, no longer extant, 

that was in the Medici palace.9 She also considers the independent portrait that is attributed to 

Ghirlandaio, as do Fern Rusk Shapley, Allison Levy, Jennifer Craven, Mary Garrard and 
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Gaetano Pieraccini.10 Yet the scholarship on this last portrait is nowhere near as extensive as 

the scholarship on the other two portraits that make up this thesis, particularly given that it is 

the one extant independent portrait that scholars widely accept as Lucrezia.  

 

This may be partly to do with its condition, which has prevented scholars from firmly 

attributing it to Ghirlandaio. In a recent analysis of the condition, Eleonora Luciano observes 

that while the wooden support is in fairly good condition, the paint layer is “not well 

preserved, with severe generalised abrasion throughout and losses in the highlights of the 

facial features, in the chest, and throughout the background. Extensive retouching covers these 

damages.”11 Luciano does point out, however, that the sitter’s importance might indicate 

Ghirlandaio’s involvement and that the “skillful line underdrawing is not inconsistent with 

[his] drawing style.”12 I agree that Lucrezia’s prominence suggests Ghirlandaio’s involvement, 

as does the fact that Ghirlandaio painted so extensively for the Tornabuoni, something that 

Luciano does not consider. Steffi Roettgen has examined Ghirlandaio’s relationship with the 

Tornabuoni and it appears that he carried out all the major artistic commissions for the 

family.13 This includes the already mentioned Giovanna degli Albizzi Tornabuoni (figure 16) 

along with the extensive fresco cycle in Santa Maria Novella, Florence (1486-1490) and that 

will be discussed here in relation to its additional portraits of Lucrezia. In addition, 

Ghirlandaio had already frescoed a chapel for Giovanni Tornabuoni in Santa Maria sopra 

Minerva, Rome. This chapel was built for Giovanni’s wife, Francesca Pitti, who had died in 

Rome in September 1477. Although the frescoes are no longer exist, Roettgen argues that the 

chapel must have been painted in 1481-82, when Ghirlandaio was in Rome to work on the 

frescoes in the Sistine Chapel.14 

 

The condition of the work and the lack of definitive attribution do not prevent a consideration 

of the sitter’s innovative presentation, however. I believe that these innovations are especially 

significant for demonstrating a pictorial engagement with the contemporary discussions 

around female potential that were explored in Chapters One and Two, and that Lucrezia 

herself implicitly engaged with as a writing woman. Indeed, I propose that Lucrezia was the 

first Florentine woman who was able to fully embody the notion of learned virtue and that she 
                                                
10 Ibid., 303-07; Fern Rusk Shapley, Paintings from the Samuel H. Kress Collection: Italian Schools, XII - XV 
Century (London: Phaidon, 1966), 125; Levy, Re-membering Masculinity, 72; Craven, "The Independent Female 
Portrait," 302-04; Garrard, "Female Portraits," 63; Gaetano Pieraccini, "L'effige di Lucrezia Tornabuoni, madre di 
Lorenzo de' Medici," Rivista d'Arte 27 (1951): 178-84. 
11 Luciano, "Lucrezia Tornabuoni," 303.  
12 Ibid., 306.  
13 Steffi Roettgen, Italian Frescoes: The Flowering of the Renaissance, 1470-1510, trans. Russell Stockman 
(New York: Abbeville Press Publishers, 1997), 166. 
14 Ibid. 
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came to epitomise how the concept could work in a Florentine context. I contend that she 

became a role model for other women, particularly within her family but also within wider 

Florence. This is demonstrated most particularly through the abundance of portraits of her. In 

considering the portrait attributed to Ghirlandaio within the wider context of Lucrezia’s 

portraits, it is possible to see how Lucrezia is represented within an expanded conception of 

feminine virtue. A consideration of the other portraits of Lucrezia enables me to argue that the 

independent portrait in the camera terrena makes an overt statement about Lucrezia’s 

embodiment of learned virtue.  

 

 

A Brief Biography  

 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni was born into the well-established and noble Tornabuoni family in 1427. 

In June 1444, when she was seventeen years old, she married Piero de’ Medici (1418-1469), 

the son of Cosimo de’ Medici (1389-1464). The Medici family was much newer to Florence 

than the Tornabuoni but, by this time, they were established as the de facto rulers of Florence, 

with Cosimo at the helm. Thus, the marriage alliance was mutually beneficial. It linked the 

Medici to the Florentine oligarchy while the Tornabuoni’s ties with this ascendant and 

powerful family were made official. Both families were bankers and Lucrezia’s brother 

Giovanni would go on to become head of the Medici bank in Rome, further strengthening the 

bond between the two families.  In 1445, Lucrezia gave birth to her first child, Bianca, and a 

further daughter, also Lucrezia, but known as Nannina, in 1447. In 1449, Lucrezia gave birth 

to her first son, Lorenzo de’ Medici, who went on to become the de facto ruler when Piero 

died in December 1469.  

 

Lucrezia died on 25 March 1482, the feast day of the Annunciation, and the first day of the 

Florentine calendar. Her death caused an outpouring of grief, with Lorenzo himself famously 

writing that he had lost not only his mother “but an irreplaceable refuge from my many 

troubles” and a “source of relief from many chores.”15 Kent makes the point that this is a 

highly unusual way for a Florentine man to describe the death of his mother.16 The consolatory 

letters that Lorenzo received similarly present Lucrezia in a way that is not typical in our 

understanding of fifteenth-century Florentine women. Guidantonio Vespucci, the Florentine 

ambassador to the papal court, and Francesco da Castiglione, a canon at San Lorenzo, both 

write of the city’s loss. Vespucci writes “The death of your venerable mother, Lucrezia is a 

                                                
15 Trans. Kent, "Sainted Mother," 67. 
16 Ibid., 68. 
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shared loss which touches you, your kinsfolk, your relations and friends, and all the city.”17 

Castiglione refers to the extent of her impact: 

 

What part of the state did the wisdom of Lucrezia not see, take care of, or confirm! 
[…] Sometimes [your mother’s] actions, from the political point of view, were more 
prudent than yours, for you attended only to great things and forgot the less […]. She 
advised the most important persons as well as the magistrates, and she also admitted 
the humblest to her presence and all she sent away happy and contented […]. She 
knew how to manage the most important affairs with wise counsel, and to succour the 
citizens in times of calamity.18 

 

While there is undoubtedly an element of hyperbole in Castiglione and Vespucci’s words, 

their tributes are important for what they reveal about Lucrezia as a historical personage. Both 

Vespucci and Castiglione proceed to place Lucrezia in a continuum of women that recalls and 

expands on Boccaccio’s De mulieribus claris and Costanza Varano’s Latin hexameter tribute 

to her contemporary, Isotta Nogarola, which were explored in Chapter One. Vespucci 

compares Lucrezia to the most virtuous women of early Christianity – those Boccaccio chose 

not to include – writing that she was “venerable and on a par with those Christian matrons that 

put antiquity on the right path,” while Castiglione compares her with figures such as Judith, 

the Queen of Sheba, Queen Esther and Countess Matilda.19 The choice of women to whom 

they compare Lucrezia is particularly important. As Solum observes, Lucrezia is presented as 

the contemporary embodiment of learned women of the distant past.20 In inserting Lucrezia 

into a history of biblical women known not just for their piety but also their wisdom, 

autonomy and, in some cases at least, political power, Vespucci and Castiglione reveal that, in 

her own time, Lucrezia was seen to embody the newly expanded female paradigm, one that 

allowed female capability to sit alongside virtues such as piety and charity and that is 

encompassed by the term learned virtue.  

 

 

Representing Learned Virtue 
 

Understanding that Lucrezia was positioned within the framework of learned virtue is crucial 

to my argument as it suggests that it would have been appropriate to emphasise this in visual 

representations of Lucrezia, such as the portrait attributed to Ghirlandaio. Here we see female 

achievement highlighted alongside the well-established female paradigm of piety and 

                                                
17 Trans. Kent, "Sainted Mother," 87. 
18 Trans. Tylus, Gender and Religion, 32. 
19 Solum, Women, Patronage, Salvation, 54; Pernis and Adams, Lucrezia Tornabuoni, 142. 
20 Solum, Women, Patronage, Salvation, 54. 
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modesty. The portrait is striking for a number of innovations that demonstrate an expansion of 

the ways in which a female sitter could be presented. In particular, Lucrezia is considerably 

older than we find in contemporaneous portraits of women, a point worth underscoring for its 

uniqueness. Although she is not shown as wrinkled, her hair is almost completely covered by 

an unbleached linen veil, an immediate sign of age. While married women wore their hair up, 

as discussed in the Introduction, marriage portraits tend to include a glimpse of uncovered 

blonde or light brown hair, as can be seen in Fra Filippo Lippi’s Woman with a Man at a 

Casement (figure 7). As fashions changed, most of the hair is visible, as in Ghirlandaio’s 

Giovanna (figure 16). Although the sitter’s hair is still bound, it is no longer covered by any 

veil. In covering Lucrezia’s hair, Ghirlandaio removes this potent signifier of youth. In 

addition, Lucrezia’s dress is considerably more modest than those in marriage portraits and 

she wears no jewellery. Rather than an elaborate brocaded and brightly coloured giornea that 

is apparent in Giovanna’s portrait, Lucrezia wears a dark, green-gold gamurra with black 

sleeves and a black belt. Under the lace of her bodice is a red panel and, beneath that, a white 

camicia. Fine gold stitching surrounds the lace holes. Pinned over the top of the dress is a 

coverciere. Yet despite these fine details and expensive fabrics, the overall impression is one 

of restraint and modesty. The lack of jewellery and elaborate dress are another indicator of her 

age. Perhaps the most telling signal of age is the thin black line that runs across her veil, which 

is termed a “widow’s mark” by Frick.21 

 

There is no precedent for the representation of an older woman in fifteenth-century Florentine 

portraiture. Given that a portrait implicitly demonstrates the sitter’s worth through his or her 

commemoration, this portrait immediately signals that a woman’s virtue no longer rests solely 

in her chastity and her ability to make a marriage alliance. Rather, in picturing her later in life, 

this portrait celebrates Lucrezia’s achievements beyond her marriage and emphasises her 

relevance as an actual historical person. Indeed, the move away from the conventions of the 

marriage portrait enables an increased focus on the sitter. The absence of the background 

detail, ornate dress or jewellery that are evident in Ghirlandaio’s Giovanna, focuses the 

viewer’s attention on Lucrezia herself. The removal of these details also has the effect of 

stressing Lucrezia’s modesty and piety. Simons first observed that Lucrezia is presented as a 

pious exemplar and I agree that this is the case.22 While piety, alongside chastity, was a key 

element of the marriage portrait, rather than through any restraint in dress, this tended to be 

made visible through additional details such as prayer books and rosary beads, both of which 

can be found in Ghirlandaio’s Giovanna. In comparison, Lucrezia’s inherent piety is 

                                                
21 Frick, Dressing Renaissance Florence, 175. 
22 Simons, "Portraiture and Patronage," 1: 146. 
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emphasised through the removal of elaborate dress and jewellery, as well as many other 

extraneous details.   

 

The innovative three-quarter view also focuses our attention on the sitter herself. The viewer is 

able to see Lucrezia’s eyes, even though they are averted, and they become something of a 

focal point in a way that was not possible with the profile view. Yet the portrayal still 

maintains the decorum that was enabled by the profile pose and its emphasis on chastity. 

Lucrezia also appears to be represented with a greater sense of individuality than was present 

in earlier fifteenth-century Florentine portraits of women, as much as it is possible to make 

such a statement about someone whose appearance is known to us only through extant 

portraits. Certainly, she has a distinctive physiognomy, most notably in the shape of her nose 

and her heavily lidded, prominent eyes.  

 

It is my contention that the way in which the portrait moves between the innovative and the 

conventional reflects the balancing of nascent virtues with existing virtues, which Lucrezia 

wrote about and which she embodied in life. While Lucrezia’s achievements are indicated by 

the fact that her portrait was painted at this stage in her life, as well as by the ways in which 

her portrait diverges from standard female representation, these innovations would have been 

made acceptable to the original viewers because of the expected representation of the female 

sitter’s piety and modesty. This is critical for my argument because it strongly suggests that 

the visual representation of learned virtue occurred within the same framework as the 

expansion of female virtue over the fifteenth century. The visual paradigm of learned virtue is 

not entirely different to the conventional visual paradigm of female virtue. Rather, even while 

emphasising a sitter’s learned virtue, artists continue to draw on existing conventions. Just as 

learned virtue is itself an amalgam of established feminine virtues such as chastity and piety 

with erudition, we find that the representation of female achievement is still framed within the 

expected virtues of piety and modesty. Simultaneously, however, the divergence from many of 

the conventions of female portraiture indicates that the sitter was celebrated for an expanded 

definition of female virtue.  

 

 

Current Scholarship  

 

Lucrezia was first identified as the sitter in this portrait in 1950 by Gaetano Pieraccini, when 

the panel was in Florence for restoration. Pieraccini noted that the back had the inscription 

“Lu[…]tia Tornabuoni Medici” and that the letters CRE were missing due to damage on the 
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back.23 Now only “Tornabuoni” remains faintly legible, although it is apparent that there were 

originally three words.24  Pieraccini also based his identification on a comparison of the sitter 

with portraits of Lorenzo and various female portraits in the Tornabuoni Chapel. In particular, 

he argues that she is the rightmost portrait in The Birth of Saint John (figure 29), in front of the 

figure entering the room with a fruit platter balanced on her head.25 He points to the 

similarities in the shape of the nose, lips and eyes. There are differences from the independent 

portrait too, however. The skin under her eyes is looser in the fresco, as is the skin around her 

jaw line; that is, she is shown to be older than in the independent portrait. Although these 

portraits in the Tornabuoni Chapel were painted after Lucrezia’s death, Ghirlandaio has aged 

her for her portrait in the chapel, presumably in the interests of naturalism, while still 

maintaining her distinctive physiognomy. Interestingly, these same features are also seen in 

the sculpted bust that was discussed in the Introduction, although there we see a younger sitter. 

Although Zuraw has not considered the bust in light of these painted portraits, Luciano has 

commented on the similarities between the bust and the independent portrait, given the 

difference of twenty-odd years between these portraits.26 This consistency of physiognomy 

across portraits, mediums and artists is particularly important to an understanding of Lucrezia 

as a portrait subject. It demonstrates the extent to which she was recognisable to her 

contemporaries and, thus, bespeaks her public prominence within fifteenth-century Florence. It 

also draws attention to the fact that she was represented often in portraiture. 

 

Fifteenth-century sources indicate that there were probably two painted portraits of Lucrezia, 

one in the Tornabuoni Palace and one in the Medici Palace. Scholars are in agreement that this 

is the portrait of Lucrezia that appears in the inventory of Lucrezia’s brother, Giovanni 

Tornabuoni (1428-1497), made in 1497: “1o quadretto d’una testa e busto di Mona Luchrezia 

de’ Medicj” (a panel painting with the head and bust of Lucrezia de’ Medici), and which was 

located in the “Chamera terrena in sul androne” (ground floor entrance chamber by the 

vestibule).27 There has been little comment about the significance of Lucrezia’s portrait 

appearing in the home of her natal family but I believe that the location of the portrait is 

especially noteworthy, given that that Lucrezia is represented not as a young bride who would 

bring her family glory through her marriage, but as an older, widowed woman. It seems highly 

unusual for a Florentine man to own a portrait of his sister presented in this way. Its location in 

                                                
23 Pieraccini, "L'effige," 181.  
24 Luciano, "Lucrezia Tornabuoni," 303. 
25 Pieraccini, "L'effige," 179-80. 
26 Luciano, "Lucrezia Tornabuoni," 304. 
27 Simons, "Portraiture and Patronage," 1: 146; Kent, "Sainted Mother," 69; Lydecker, "The Domestic Setting," 
63, note 84. 
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the Tornabuoni palace may suggest that Lucrezia’s brother, Giovanni, commissioned it 

although this has not been explored in the scholarship and it is beyond the scope of this thesis 

given the lack of relevant archival documents. Instead, I will focus on the location of the 

portrait as it relates to innovations in the display of female portraits.  

 

The existence of a portrait panel of Lucrezia at the Medici Palace is indicated by the 1492 

inventory of the Medici Palace as well as the 1553 inventory of Duke Cosimo I de’ Medici’s 

guardaroba (storage space), which the art historian Gabriele Langdon notes served as a family 

portrait gallery.28 The 1492 inventory records “Uno quadro di legname, dipintovi la ‘mpronta 

di madonna Lucrezia” (a panel painting with the face of Madonna Lucretia).29 It appears at the 

very end of the inventory and is documented in “the priest’s room on the terrace,” a point that 

has not been commented on, to my knowledge, although the location of this room on the top 

level of the palace, alongside servants’ rooms and storerooms, seems an unlikely location for 

displaying such a portrait.30 Luciano contends that this portrait is probably the profile portrait 

of Lucrezia that Vasari noted as appearing in Cosimo I’s guardaroba in his life of Botticelli.31 

She notes that this reference occurs in the 1568 edition of Vasari’s Lives: “In the guardaroba 

of the Lord Duke Cosimo there are two very beautiful heads of women in profile by his hand, 

one of which is said the be the mistress of Giuliano de’ Medici, brother of Lorenzo, and the 

other Madonna Lucrezia de’ Tornabuoni, wife of the said Lorenzo.”32 Vasari’s description of 

Lucrezia as Lorenzo’s wife is fairly typical of his mistakes of recall, but the 1553 inventory of 

the duke’s guardaroba appears to suggest that he was otherwise correct. In the 1553 

inventory, the work is described as “a painted panel of Madonna Lucrezia, wife of Piero de’ 

Medici, with a gilded frame.”33 Following Vasari’s description, one can deduce that the 

portrait at the Medici palace was in a profile portrait. This precludes it from being the portrait 

in the National Gallery of Art in Washington. However, with no further information about an 

artist or a date, it is impossible to speculate at all about the Medici palace work, although such 

a portrait would make an interesting comparison with the one that is attributed to Ghirlandaio. 

 

Shapley dates the Washington portrait to c.1475 and accepts the attribution of the work to 

Ghirlandaio. Her date is based not only on Lucrezia’s apparent age but also on stylistic 
                                                
28 Gabrielle Langdon, Medici Women: Portraits of Power, Love, and Betrayal from the Court of Duke Cosimo I 
(Toronto, Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 52. 
29 Stapleford, Lorenzo at Home, 187. Trans. Luciano, "Lucrezia Tornabuoni," 304. 
30 Stapleford, Lorenzo at Home, 187. 
31 Luciano, "Lucrezia Tornabuoni," 304. 
32 Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Painters, Sculptors and Architects, trans. Gaston de Vere (London: Everyman's 
Library, 1996), 541. 
33 My translation. The original reads: “1o Quadro pittoui Madonna Lucretia di Piero de Medici con cornice 
dorata (Luciano, "Lucrezia Tornabuoni," 307.). 
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similarities with Ghirlandaio’s works of this period, most particularly with the portraits of the 

two attendants in the scene of the Annunciation of Santa Fina’s Death, in the Chapel of Santa 

Fina, Collegiata, San Gimignano (figures 31 & 32).34 Craven calls Shapley’s dating into 

question, arguing that the Washington portrait was a workshop variation from the 1490s, based 

on a posthumous portrait in the Tornabuoni Chapel. She argues that the three quarter view, in 

particular, makes the earlier date unlikely and suggests that the unconventional format would 

not in any event have been appropriate to the matriarch of the Medici family. She also argues 

that the sitter’s costume is more consistent with a date of 1490.35 Yet, I would point out that 

the sculpted bust of Lucrezia, which was explored in the Introduction, provides a precedent for 

innovative representations of Lucrezia. Even if the Pisa bust is not of Lucrezia, the 

documentary evidence demonstrates that such a bust existed, meaning that Lucrezia was one 

of the few Florentine women to be presented in this way.  

 

Garrard accepts the dating of the independent portrait to the 1470s, arguing that Lucrezia’s 

prominence, alongside her older age, would have made her a more likely candidate for the 

early adoption of the three-quarter pose.36 Luciano similarly upholds Shapley’s dating of the 

work to c.1475 and additionally observes that there are other instances of Lucrezia’s style of 

dress appearing in Florentine painting of the 1470s and 1480s, including in the Chapel of 

Santa Fina, a point Craven does not consider.37 Certainly the visual similarities between the 

attendant in the Annunciation of Santa Fina’s Death and Lucrezia’s portrait are compelling. 

Aside from the similarity of their dress, they are both presented in an almost identical three-

quarter view, with their attention held by something out of the frame. Ghirlandaio adds colour 

to their cheeks and highlights their throats in a similar way. 

 

These issues in dating are significant for my argument as Shapley’s, Garrard’s and Luciano’s 

observation, despite their differences, all reinforce that this is one of the earliest presentations 

of a woman presented in the three-quarter view. Significantly for my argument, Garrard 

further situates the adoption of the three-quarter pose within the context of the intellectual 

woman, arguing that it might have provided the precedent for Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra 

de’ Benci (figure 2).38 Garrard’s argument is original within the scholarship, which tends to 

situate this portrait within the context of Lucrezia’s widowhood. Certainly, Lucrezia was a 

widow at the time this portrait was painted, and had been for around five years. The art 

                                                
34 Shapley, Paintings from the Samuel H. Kress Collection: Italian Schools, XII - XV Century, 125. 
35 Craven, "The Independent Female Portrait," 303. 
36 Garrard, "Female Portraits," 63. 
37 Luciano, "Lucrezia Tornabuoni," 306.  
38 Garrard, "Female Portraits," 63. 
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historian Levy, who has studied sixteenth-century Florentine portraits of widows, argues that 

Ghirlandaio’s Lucrezia belongs to that category. Levy defines it as “depictions of the woman 

during and after the husband’s funeral when she is recognised as his widow.”39 She further 

identifies the following as characteristic of widow portraiture:  

 

the widow is shown in a three-quarter or bust-length pose; she is set in profile or 
frontally against a plain dark background; she is depicted with a sober or severe 
expression; and, most importantly, she is simply veiled and dressed in dark colours.40  

 

This certainly describes much of how Lucrezia is presented in her independent portrait, apart 

from the pose, and, for Levy, the inclusion of the “widow’s mark,” the thin black line on her 

linen veil, noted above, is conclusive.41  

 

Levy’s interpretation fits much of the historiography on Lucrezia, prior to that of Kent, Tomas 

and Tylus. While there is no doubt in the scholarship that Lucrezia’s activities were 

considerably broader than what was typically expected of Florentine women, historians have 

previously attempted to explain this by locating her achievements within the period of her 

widowhood. Her roles as poet, businesswoman, political patron and dispenser of charity have 

typically been ascribed to the greater freedom that Lucrezia had as a widow who did not need 

to remarry. Dale Kent, for instance, notes that Lucrezia was one of a small number of widows 

who, enabled both by wealth and the good will of sons and brothers, was able to go on and 

cultivate her own interests.42 While it is certainly true that there is much evidence to testify to 

Lucrezia’s activities as a widow, the privileging of widowhood as a context for Lucrezia’s 

achievements – as well as her portrait – effectively minimises much of her agency. As I have 

demonstrated in Chapter Two, Lucrezia’s participation in intellectual circles was well 

established prior to her widowhood. I will go on to show, too, that her political, business and 

charitable roles were similarly established before the period of her widowhood. These provide 

an important context in which to position her portrait, imbuing it with additional meaning.  

 

The tensions within the scholarship on Lucrezia have already been observed in Chapter Two 

in relation to her writing. While there is an acknowledgement by scholars that many of 

Lucrezia’s achievements were exceptional, these same achievements are simultaneously 

confined, either by her gender and/or by her status as widow. Solum has recently made a 

similar observation and relates it specifically to Lucrezia’s giving of charity throughout her 
                                                
39 Levy, Re-membering Masculinity, 72. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Kent, "Women in Renaissance Florence," 39. 
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life.43 She points out that Lucrezia’s charity was legendary, her reputation as a pious 

benefactor far greater than that of her husband or son.44 Scholars acknowledge the extent of 

Lucrezia’s reputation for benevolence but at the same time they argue that it was appropriate 

for a patrician woman and/or that it was advantageous to the Medici family. Kate Lowe, for 

example, gives an insightful and detailed breakdown of Piero de Medici’s charitable giving 

and situates it within the context of genuine piety. Yet when she considers Lucrezia’s 

involvement with convents after Piero’s death, she is ambivalent about whether there was any 

agency in Lucrezia’s actions or whether Lucrezia was simply acting as a dutiful Medici wife. 

She notes that Lucrezia’s involvement with churches and convents was “unquestionable” but, 

rather than exploring this as an example of Lucrezia’s autonomy, she argues that it may simply 

have been a continuation of Piero’s charity: “whether [Lucrezia] considered this a matter of 

piety or a duty brought about by her position as Piero’s wife is not so obvious.”45  I agree with 

Solum’s position that such a reading reduces the sense of Lucrezia’s own autonomy and 

agency. Charity may have been expected of Lucrezia but arguing that this was the only reason 

she dispensed charity diminishes the fact that it was well in excess of any expectation. As 

Solum observes, Lucrezia chose where and how to administer her charity, but this 

independence has been consistently overlooked until Solum.46  

 

Part of the problem is that there is very little written documentation to provide detailed 

evidence about how much Lucrezia gave, as Solum notes.47 Yet the extent of the family’s 

charity in the 1470s, and Lucrezia’s in particular, is demonstrated in Lorenzo’s report to the 

tax officials in 1480. Lorenzo writes that he was spending much more than the 1000 florins a 

year that his father had put aside in 1465  

 

for charity in many pious places and for various alms on my own account and, besides, 
on that of my mother, Mona Lucrezia, who for love of God herself distributes goodly 
sums, above all the income from Fiesole, because my father at his death verbally 
bequeathed that these Fiesolan incomes should be distributed, in God’s name and as 
she saw fit, by Mona Lucrezia while she lived.48  

 

Although overlooked by Lowe, Lorenzo’s statement positions Lucrezia’s charity as part of her 

personal agenda. While the specific details of how she allocated this charity are not apparent, 

                                                
43 Solum, Women, Patronage, Salvation, 51-53. 
44 Ibid., 49. 
45 K. J. P. Lowe, "A Matter of Piety or Family Tradition and Custom? The Religious Patronage of Piero de' 
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46 Solum, Women, Patronage, Salvation, 52-53. 
47 Ibid., 49. 
48 My emphasis. Trans. Kent, "Sainted Mother," 93. The original is reproduced there too. 
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Lucrezia’s correspondence again gives an insight into the type of requests she received and 

dispensed. Lucrezia received many requests from convents and she patronized a wide range of 

these institutions. One example is the sisters of the convent of Sant’Agostino fuori della Porta 

di San Marco in Pisa, who wrote on 22 October 1474 asking for gifts of material to make new 

habits for themselves.49 Lowe identifies that some of the accounts at the Medici bank at Pisa 

between 1474 and 1477 relate to Lucrezia’s expenses and confirm that she was the patron of 

this convent.50 Similarly Lucrezia received many personal requests from individuals, asking 

for alms or material assistance. These requests often included providing dowries for poor girls, 

help for prisoners and clothing for the poor. Her reputation for granting these requests is 

indicated by comments such as this: “because many times we have heard from numerous 

people that mercy towards poor people reigns in you.”51  

 

The extent of Lucrezia’s fifteenth-century reputation for charity, then, does not reflect the 

ambivalence or minimisation of agency that is found in some of the modern scholarship. This 

draws attention to the ways in which some of our assumptions about certain roles 

inadvertently impacts on our understanding of women as historical personages.  In fact, I 

suggest that the most compelling argument about the way in which the widow stereotype 

minimises an understanding of Lucrezia comes from Lucrezia herself. As was discussed in 

Chapter Two, Lucrezia uses the term vedovetta (little widow) to characterise Judith, as other 

writers had done before her. She goes on to show, however, that such a description does not 

reflect Judith’s achievements in any way. Given that Lucrezia most likely wrote her Judith in 

the 1470s – that is, in her own widowhood – she draws attention to the dichotomy between 

assumption and reality. In her choice to retell the story of female achievement by a widow, 

Lucrezia seems to point out that such stereotypes need not be borne out by reality. As I will 

demonstrate, it is through understanding Lucrezia as a historical personage that we are able to 

interpret her portrait well beyond the narrow confines suggested by the category of widow 

portraiture. 

 
 

Understanding Lucrezia as a Historical Personage 

 

If we return to a consideration of Lucrezia’s biography, it becomes apparent that positioning 

Lucrezia’s political and charitable achievements solely within the period of her widowhood 
                                                
49 Lowe, "A Matter of Piety," 63. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Trans. Kent, "Sainted Mother," 92. The original can be found in Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Lettere: con una scelta 
di lettere a lei inviate (Florence: Olschki, 1993), 104. 
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does not adequately reflect her position within the Medici family and within wider Florence. 

Tomas and Kent have demonstrated that Lucrezia began to take on a more public role from the 

mid-1460s before Piero’s death, and that her reputation as an important political patron was 

acknowledged while Piero was still alive.52 In exploring her correspondence, which includes 

almost 500 extant letters to Lucrezia and the fifty-odd that she wrote herself, they demonstrate 

the breadth of Lucrezia’s activity. While many of the letters cover expected female activities, 

such as domestic matters, others demonstrate that she was a public figure involved in 

brokering favours and dispensing charity. Others, still, portray her as a businesswoman with 

her own agenda separate to Piero or Lorenzo. She had begun buying and renting out properties 

in Pisa and Florence, as well as land in the Pisan countryside, from the 1460s, and in the 

1470s, she developed a large-scale bathing establishment at Bagno a Morba. Others too, as 

have been explored in Chapter Two, refer to her poetic production. Kent points out, however, 

that these letters probably “represent the mere surviving tip of a lost iceberg,” particularly 

given that most business was carried out in person.53 This is a point worth underscoring for, 

while fifteenth-century Florentines are known for their meticulous record keeping, it is now 

becoming apparent that a great deal of political patronage, or clientelismo, was carried out face 

to face or through informal political networks. This process, wherein a powerful patrician male 

does a favour for someone further down the social chain, consolidated ties of kinship, 

friendship and/or neighbourhood, and, thus, was known as amicizia, or friendship, during the 

Renaissance.54 

 

Kent has explored this process in detail and demonstrates that Lorenzo de’ Medici’s power 

was largely wielded and his influence maintained through these indirect means – by writing 

and reading letters of recommendation, by listening to petitioners, and by asking his agents 

and secretaries to attend to a huge number of requests, demands and complaints.55 He further 

indicates that there is evidence in Lucrezia’s correspondence of the makings, at least, of 

female networks across Florence and its territories.56 Tomas explores this in greater detail in 

relation to Lucrezia and other Medici women.57 While the informality of these networks has 

made them more difficult to track, the very nature of the system meant that it could work as 

effectively for women as for men and enabled certain women to act with a degree of 

independence. Tomas, in particular, demonstrates that Florence’s informal political networks, 
                                                
52 Kent, "Sainted Mother," 78-79; Tomas, The Medici Women, 65. 
53 Kent, "Sainted Mother," 80. 
54 Tomas, The Medici Women, 45. 
55 Francis W Kent, Princely Citizen: Lorenzo de' Medici and Renaissance Florence, ed. Carolyn James 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 199-225. 
56 Kent, "Sainted Mother," 92. 
57 Tomas, The Medici Women, 44-68. 
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which she terms an alternative under-government, or sottogoverno, were a conducive space for 

women to exercise power, and that Medici women especially utilised this power. While she 

points out that Medici women could not legally hold political power in the Florentine republic, 

they were nevertheless sought out as patrons and benefactors because of their ability to 

intercede with and influence powerful men who did have that power.58 The level of influence 

that Kent and Tomas attribute to Lucrezia is worth exploring further because these insights 

have not been applied to how we might interpret her portrait and its divergence from fifteenth-

century Florentine conventions. 

 

The letters demonstrate that it is in an informal capacity that Lucrezia participated in public 

life, as Kent and Tomas show. Men and women, both powerful and humble, petitioned her for 

all kinds of favours, suggesting the power she was seen to wield. Kent situates this public role 

within the context of a number of Medici deaths. While the death of Cosimo de’ Medici, 

Lucrezia’s father-in-law, in August 1464, and Piero’s taking up a position of leadership was 

particularly significant to Lucrezia’s assumption of a public role, Kent points out that this was 

not the only death that had left a major gap in Medicean patronage networks.59 Piero’s brother, 

Giovanni, who had also been a considerable powerbroker, had died in 1463. Piero and 

Lucrezia’s sons were still teenagers, with Lorenzo was serving his “apprenticeship.” In 

addition, Piero suffered from ill-health, meaning that he was simply unable to carry out all of 

his duties. Lucrezia was his most-trusted stand-in.60  

 

While the letters have been studied extensively for evidence of her political patronage, it is 

useful to briefly consider a few examples to demonstrate how these power dynamics 

functioned.61 From the late 1460s, Lucrezia begins to act as an intermediary between 

petitioners and her husband and she also writes letters of recommendation to her son, Lorenzo, 

urging the interests of her clients and friends.62 Her first surviving letter to Lorenzo, of 27 

October 1467, requests that he help “an old friend of our house” to procure an ecclesiastical 

post.63 Later on, Lucrezia often acted as an intermediary between Lorenzo and a client but, 

even as an intermediary, Lucrezia wrote to Lorenzo as an equal. On one occasion, she wrote to 

Lorenzo, asking him to give way when they were on opposing sides of a dispute:  “Please me 

                                                
58 Ibid., 44. 
59 Pezzarossa has similarly contended that the death of Cosimo enabled Lucrezia to assume a public role although 
he limits her agency in arguing that she did not fulfil a political function. See Pezzarossa, I poemetti sacri, 17-18.  
60 Kent, "Sainted Mother," 79-80. 
61 See Tomas, The Medici Women, 49-51; Kent, "Sainted Mother," 80-85; Patrizia Salvadori, ed. Lettere: con una 
scelta di lettere a lei inviate (Florence: Olschki, 1993), 3-34. 
62 Kent, "Sainted Mother," 79. 
63 Ibid. 
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in this my very own business.”64 This reveals an autonomy for Lucrezia that has been missing 

from much of the scholarship on her prior to Kent, Tomas and Solum. While Patrizia 

Salvadori refers to Lucrezia’s intercessory role as her “personal contribution” to Medici family 

politics, she argues that such a role was not autonomous but “strictly” connected to her 

position as a Medici woman.65 Yet the quote above emphasises the extent to which Lucrezia 

fulfilled her own agenda. She did not step aside when she realised that Lorenzo was on the 

opposing side but rather attempted to influence him to do so, thus demonstrating her ability to 

act autonomously and satisfy her own interests.  

 

The extent to which Lucrezia’s public role was established in Piero’s political agenda is 

particularly notable in her trip to Rome in 1467. Tomas has explored the episode in detail but 

it is significant for my purposes in highlighting the public role that Lucrezia occupied prior to 

her widowhood. In addition, it demonstrates the extent to which the Medici accepted an 

expanded definition of female potential which, while at odds with the scholastic perception of 

women that prevailed in Florence, is important for reinforcing that these ideals could also be 

present in Lucrezia’s portrait, which was painted a decade later. The visit was ostensibly for 

family purposes in that Lucrezia had gone to visit the Orsini family and assess Clarice Orsini 

(1450-1488) as a potential bride for Lorenzo.66 At the same time, however, she visited several 

cardinals and had an audience with Pope Paul II. Tylus notes that Lucrezia went to discuss 

Venice’s designs against Florence.67 While it was common practice for mothers to assess 

prospective brides, Lucrezia’s additional activities in Rome saw her crossing a line and taking 

on a public, diplomatic role. Piero obviously valued her as a power-broker and had sent her in 

this capacity since his health did not allow him to travel on this occasion. For a Florentine, 

however, this was a distinctly male role and, indeed, some of her contemporaries saw this as a 

breach of protocol. Jacopo Acciaiuoli, an anti-Medicean Florentine exile, described Lucrezia’s 

visit, and its implications, to his brother, Nero, in a letter dated 3 April 1467.68 He writes that 

Piero sent Lucrezia as his “ambassador,” which not only undermined Giovanni Canigani, who 

had been serving as the Florentine ambassador to Rome, but all Florentine men who had 

allowed her to participate in political matters: “And there are those here who laugh at her but 

                                                
64 My emphasis. Ibid., 84. 
65 Salvadori, Lettere, 34. 
66 Her letters to Piero regarding Clarice have been quoted often. See Tomas, The Medici Women, 18 for more. 
67 Tylus, Sacred Narratives, 30. 
68 Piero di Cosimo ha mandato qui madama sua per imbasciadrice, parendo loro che Giovanni Canigiani non sia 
capace alle materie occorrenti. Ella va con quei mercantanti visitando ad uno ad uno quie cardinali, e attende 
audienza dal Papa. Fàlla alla signorile e va lisciata come fussi di 15 anni. Ècci chi si ride di lei, ma più di Piero.” 
3 aprile 1467. MAP, LXXII, 239. Quoted in Salvadori, Lettere, 21, note 77. 
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more so at Piero […] who by his actions has […] reduced [Florence] to the vilest repute.”69 

Tomas points out that Jacopo saw Lucrezia’s actions as those of a courtly consort, rather than 

a republican wife and, thus, mocked the male-only domain of Florentine republican 

conventions.70  

 

In many ways, Jacopo’s position serves to illustrate Cox’s observation that the scholastic 

conception of feminine virtue, which rested on chastity and female subservience, explored in 

Chapter One, sat more easily in a city-republic than a court.71 Indeed, it must be acknowledged 

that despite the expansion of female virtue that was occurring across the Italian peninsula and 

the inclusion of some women within the intellectual circle around Lorenzo de’ Medici, 

historians have shown that Florence remained a particularly difficult place to be female. Dale 

Kent has gone so far as to contend that Florence was “among the more unlucky places in 

Western Europe to be born a woman.”72 But perhaps the most telling insight comes from 

Nannina de’ Medici (1447-1493), whose oft-cited complaint to her mother, Lucrezia 

Tornabuoni, in July 1479, “O do not be born a woman if you want your own way,” 

demonstrates the restrictions that even the most privileged of upper-class Florentine women 

could encounter.73 It was not simply that female participation in public life was frowned upon 

but that women were legally unable to exercise political authority in any official capacity.74 

Thus Lucrezia was not acting in an official capacity on her Rome trip, but the episode 

nevertheless demonstrates that her actions were outside of widely held Florentine ideas about 

the role of women. It would appear that Jacopo was concerned that Lucrezia might become too 

powerful, even if only through indirect means, as Kent points out.75  

 

I believe that this episode calls attention to the fact that long-standing boundaries between 

male and female roles were beginning to be blurred in Florence. Kent contends that Jacopo’s 

criticism reached the Medici and that as a result of this criticism, they went on to construct a 

nuanced image of Lucrezia, which enabled her to continue to participate in public life but in a 

way that did not appear as female meddling, something that Lucrezia herself addresses in her 

writing, as discussed in Chapter Two.76 That is, while the Medici continued to enable Lucrezia 

to act autonomously in a public role, she did so by combining this with her embodiment of 

                                                
69 Trans. by Tomas, The Medici Women, 31.  
70 Ibid. 
71 Kent, "Women in Renaissance Florence," 26; Cox, Women's Writing, 20. 
72 Kent, "Women in Renaissance Florence," 26; King and Rabil, Her Immaculate Hand, 15-16. 
73 “O pure non si vole nascere femina chi vuole fare a suo modo.”  Trans. Tomas, The Medici Women, 1.  
74 Ibid., 4. 
75 Kent, "Sainted Mother," 73. 
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expected feminine virtues, especially piety. Her extensive charity provides an insight into this, 

particularly for the way in which she is addressed. Kent, Tomas and Solum have all observed 

that Lucrezia’s contemporaries addressed her in distinctly Marian terms throughout her life.77 

As early as 1467 she is addressed as “Most Illustrious Mother” by a Pisan nun.78 Other 

examples, such as “Most reverend as a mother,” “mother and advocate” and “merciful Lady of 

the poor,” demonstrate that this is used consistently in the correspondence.79 Kent makes the 

point that while this was the language of political patronage, these Marian designations were 

“potent and living metaphors.”80 The identification of Lucrezia with Mary and early Christian 

women, as in Vespucci and Castiglione’s eulogies, explored earlier in this chapter, was not 

related solely to the rhetoric surrounding her death. These Marian designations reveal the 

extent to which Lucrezia embodied Christian charity and piety throughout her life.  

 

This rich imagery, particularly when considered with Lucrezia’s other public roles, provides a 

compelling exemplification of Ross’ argument, discussed in the Introduction, that the standard 

female paradigm was expanded, rather than replaced, over the course of the fifteenth-century. 

Tomas and Solum have both demonstrated that Lucrezia’s reputation for benevolence was 

crucial in enabling her participation outside the domestic arena.81 This is significant for my 

argument as it begins to demonstrate the extent to which maintaining long-standing feminine 

virtues, such as piety and charity, were essential to women like Lucrezia as they began to take 

on what were seen as traditionally masculine roles. The fact that Lucrezia’s female 

protagonists in her writing also operated within such a framework demonstrates an inherent 

awareness of the importance of situating female agency within established conventions. Given 

this awareness, it seems feasible to explore the independent Portrait of Lucrezia Tornabuoni 

within a similar context, something that has not previously been considered. Indeed, I suggest 

that the portrait demonstrates the extent to which Lucrezia was able to balance these two 

seemingly conflicting paradigms. Her modest presentation bespeaks her reputation for 

Christian charity and piety while the three-quarter pose and her active, alert gaze highlight her 

intelligence and capability. The display of the portrait further reinforces that the portrait needs 

to be understood within an expansion of the concept of woman.  

 

 

 

                                                
77 Ibid., 94-100; Tomas, The Medici Women, 49-51; Solum, Women, Patronage, Salvation, 53-55. 
78 Tomas, The Medici Women, 49. 
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80 Kent, "Sainted Mother," 99. 
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Display of the Portrait   

 

As mentioned previously, scholars are in agreement that this is the portrait that was 

documented as belonging to Giovanni Tornabuoni in the 1497 inventory of his collection. 

Levy noted that it appeared in the “chamera terrena in sul androne” or ground floor entrance 

chamber but, in general, the significance of this location appears to have been overlooked.82 

The ground floor entrance chamber could be characterised as a semi-public space, fulfilling 

functions that were both public and private, as has been demonstrated by art and architectural 

historians. Lindow notes that the importance of camera terrena to fifteenth-century Florentine 

palaces is suggested both by its prominent location off the courtyard (corte or loggia) or 

entrance hall (androne) and by the range and quality of furnishings and domestic objects in 

these rooms.83 Due to this placement within the palace, it was a principal room in which guests 

would have been received. Lindow further demonstrates that it could be a guest room for 

accommodating important visitors, as well as a summer bedroom.84 Lydecker similarly 

emphasises the importance of these ground floor chambers by pointing to their lavish 

decoration. He observes that rooms like this appear so frequently in inventories that they must 

have been typical to a Florentine house, although they complicate the generally held 

assumption that the most important rooms of the house were on the piano nobile or the first 

floor.85  

 

DePrano has studied the Tornabuoni camera terrena in relation to the Tornabuoni’s role as 

hosts for visitors to the Florentine republic. She cites the Libro ceremoniale (Ceremonial 

Book), which records that the Tornabuoni hosted many distinguished visitors to Florence, such 

as the Cardinal of Mantua.86 Brenda Preyer similarly paints a lively picture of fifteenth-century 

Florentine palaces as key sites for receiving and entertaining a wide range of visitors.87 

Although she focuses particularly on the Medici palace, the similar status of the Tornabuoni 

makes it likely that a wide range of visitors would have come to the palace to see Giovanni 

Tornabuoni, a Medici banker and papal treasurer, both on formal business and as part of the 

amicizia networks discussed earlier.  
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In drawing on this research, I suggest that the location of the portrait in the ground floor 

camera terrena makes a fundamental statement about Lucrezia’s importance, particularly after 

death, to the Tornabuoni family. There is little doubt that it would have been seen by a wide 

range of visitors to the palace. It is probable that the majority of these visitors would have 

known of Lucrezia and recognised her portrait, indicating the extent to which Lucrezia 

fulfilled a public role in Florence. What is more, the inventory indicates that this was the only 

portrait in the room. It was displayed alongside a gilded Virgin Mary in a tabernacle; a 

sculpted stucco relief with figures, inside a frame that was shaped like a diamond ring; three 

Flemish paintings with many figures on linen cloth, the subjects of which are not recorded; 

and a gilded shield with the family’s coat of arms.88  

 

Although it is not apparent whether the portrait occupied this location in Lucrezia’s lifetime, I 

suggest that this may have been the case. I believe that the placement of Lucrezia’s portrait 

here was very carefully considered, as there was no precedent for the display of female 

portraits other than marriage portraits. Lydecker has demonstrated that both male and female 

portraits were displayed in rooms known as camera and the spaces immediately adjacent to 

them, the antecamera (antechamber) or studio, studiolo or scrittoio (study), rather than the 

sala (hall).89 Levy has furthered observed that portraits of women were in spaces that 

contained only religious works, whereas portraits of men could be placed in spaces that 

contained artworks that were both religious and secular.90 While the inventory does not 

provide details about the subjects of some of the artworks in the camera terrena, I suggest that 

Lucrezia’s portrait was displayed in a context that had more in common with the display of 

male portraits than female. This is demonstrated through a comparison of the only other 

portrait that is recorded in the inventory, Ghirlandaio’s Giovanna degli Albizzi Tornabuoni 

(figure 16) and which is typical to what is known of female display. 

 

Ghirlandaio’s Giovanna is recorded in the “camera del palcho d’oro” (room with the golden 

ceiling), on the piano nobile, part of the suite of rooms that belonged to Giovanna’s husband, 

Lorenzo Tornabuoni.91 It was displayed in the antecamera, alongside a tondo with a “gilded 

festoon” of the Virgin and Child with Saint John, and a small tabernacle with Saint Anthony of 

                                                
88  My translation. Lydecker transcribes the artworks in Lydecker, "The Domestic Setting," 63, note 84. 
89 Ibid., 65-67. As Lydecker notes, these are not just generic words for “room” but designate the function of the 
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were never found in a camera (26). 
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91 Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady," 81; Jean K. Cadogan, Domenico Ghirlandaio: Artist and Artisan (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2000), 278. 
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Padua.92 The antecamera was attached to the camera di Lorenzo (Lorenzo’s bedroom), which 

is described in the inventory as “bella” (beautiful). Lindow observes that such a description is 

quite unique, and the adjective is used only three times throughout the inventory, whereas 

buono (good), appears eighty-five times in the same document.93 The camera itself contained 

another tondo with a gilt frame depicting the Adoration of the Magi that Schmidt argues is 

Ghirlandaio’s 1487 Adoration, now in the Uffizi.94 The inventory also details items such as a 

gilded pair of embracing infants, two world maps in gilded frames, two gilded chests with 

painted spalliere in gilded frames, and another chest with walnut inlay. The effect of all of this 

gilding, in addition to the gilding on the ceiling of the antecamera, must have been 

remarkable, as is testified to by the inventory.  

 

While Giovanna’s portrait itself was commissioned on her death in 1488, her presentation here 

firmly links the portrait to the marital context that was discussed in the Introduction. Indeed, 

its commission just two years after her marriage places it well within the six-year timeframe 

that Woods-Marsden proposes for the commissioning of marriage portraits.95 While its slightly 

later date may relate to its display in the camera del palcho d’oro rather than the camera di 

Lorenzo, it was still very much in the expected context for a marriage portrait, despite 

Giovanna’s death ten years earlier and Lorenzo’s remarriage. As I explored in the 

Introduction, Woods-Marsden argues that a marriage portrait would have hung in the camera 

or antecamera along with the lettuccio (daybed), painted spalliera panels and cassoni (chests), 

and religious tondi with subjects such as the Virgin and Child or the Crucifixion.96 While 

Lydecker does not transcribe the furniture in the camera de’ palcho d’oro, its designation as a 

camera means that it would have contained a bed.97 Giovanna’s continued display 

demonstrated her importance as mother to Lorenzo Tornabuoni’s heir, Giovanni, who was the 

namesake of his grandfather and Lucrezia’s brother. Painted a decade after Lucrezia’s portrait, 

it bears all the hallmarks of the marriage portrait. The sitter is shown in profile, wearing an 

elaborate gold giornea, decorated with Tornabuoni emblems. Underneath, she has a red 

gamurra, decorated with a lattice pattern and white flowers. Her white camicia is visible 

through the slits in her sleeve. She wears a gold pendant with a ruby and three pearls around 

her neck, and two rings are visible on her fingers. In the background, resting on the ledge of a 
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niche, we see a gold shoulder brooch, with rubies, diamonds and pearls. On the right hand side 

of the ledge is a prayer book above which are rosary beads and an inscribed cartellino. The 

rich and vibrant colours would have been enhanced through the lavish, gilded setting.  

 

In comparison, Lucrezia’s portrait occupies a different space. The camera terrena does not 

have an adjective applied to it in the inventory, although it was also quite lavishly decorated. It 

contained items typical to a camera, such as a walnut bed, dressed with a quilt and two 

embellished pillows, inlaid with intarsia and covered with a curtained canopy; another small 

bed and a day bed; cassoni; and a bench with spalliere, along with a verdure tapestry of 

flowers on one wall.98 Lydecker transcribes the artworks that were in the camera terrena, 

which have been noted above, but does not comment on their significance.99 Simons briefly 

notes the other objects that the portrait appeared alongside including musical instruments and 

accoutrements for jousts and masques. DePrano suggests that objects such as the jousting 

shields, an elaborate helmet and swords must have hung on the walls, as they are listed 

directly after Lucrezia’s portrait and inventory writers tended to note paintings and objects on 

walls first.100 Simons comments that these were visible signs of the family’s political and 

social eminence, although she does not further explore the portrait in this context.101 DePrano 

has analysed the non-art contents of the room in greater detail, however, and she argues that 

the camera terrena of the Tornabuoni palace may have been used as a site for entertaining 

small groups of friends and guests with music, informal theatrical interludes, and learned 

conversation.102  

 

Although DePrano does not consider the implication of this function of the camera terrena in 

relation to either the historical personage of Lucrezia or her portrait, her characterisation of the 

room as a space for courtly entertainment has a number of implications for the way in which 

Lucrezia’s portrait might be interpreted. Not only does it emphasise that this portrait occupied 

a different type of space to other contemporary portraits of women, it places the portrait more 

firmly in a space that reflects Lucrezia’s achievements in life and, most particularly, her 

literary and intellectual achievements – many of which might be imagined as taking place in a 

similar space. While the camera terrena was an appropriate site to display a portrait, it is a 

location that has a precedent for the display of male portraits, rather than female. I contend that 

the placement of Lucrezia’s independent portrait in the camera terrena corresponds with the 
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placement of two portraits of prominent men in the same space in the Medici palace. 

According to the 1492 inventory of the Medici palace, the camera grande terrena, which was 

used by Lorenzo de’ Medici at the time the inventory was made, contained the portraits of 

Federigo da Montefeltro, the Duke of Urbino, and Galeazzo Maria Sforza, the Duke of Milan, 

by Piero Pollaiuolo (1471) (figure 28). These were placed alongside paintings such as 

Uccello’s three The Battle of San Romano panels, an Adoration of the Magi by Fra Angelico, a 

painting of Saint Sebastian, and a painting of Saint Jerome.103 Like the Tornabuoni camera 

terrena, it also contained beds and furniture as well as arms, armour and jousting equipment.104 

As such, there are close parallels with the placement of Lucrezia’s portrait in such a space.  

 

Although the portrait of the Duke of Urbino is now considered lost,105 the Portrait of Galeazzo 

Maria Sforza is particularly relevant to a consideration of Lucrezia’s portrait in that the 

Galeazzo dates to just a few years before the Lucrezia and there are a number of similarities in 

the sitters’ presentation. Alison Wright and Andrea Bayer agree that the Galeazzo was painted 

during Galeazzo Maria Sforza and Bona of Savoy’s state visit to Florence in 1471.106 The duke 

is represented somewhere in between the three-quarter view and the profile, with his left eye 

visible but not his cheek. While the three-quarter pose was now becoming standard for 

Florentine male portraiture, as was discussed in the Introduction, it had not been utilised in 

Milanese court portraiture, even for male sitters. There, the profile remained the preferred 

means of representing rulers until the end of the century and, as Wright points out, surviving 

Milanese portraits of Galeazzo Maria Sforza almost invariably show him in the profile view.107 

I suggest that the Florentine context made this innovation acceptable, along with the fact that 

Galeazzo’s eyes are averted, ensuring a distance is maintained between sitter and viewer.  

 

Pollaiuolo’s portrait could thus be seen to set a precedent for Lucrezia’s presentation in a 

three-quarter view portrait displayed in a ground-floor chamber. Galeazzo, like Lucrezia, is 

shown with a similarly distinctive physiognomy, most particularly in the bridge of his nose. 

Both portraits focus attention on the sitter’s face, due to their placement in front of plain 

backgrounds which, while not unusual for Florentine portraiture, provides another point of 
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similarity.  There are differences in their presentation, however, with the inclusion of one of 

Galeazzo’s hands, in a pointing gesture and holding a glove, and his more lavish dress. 

Represented in an ermine-lined turquoise veste decorated with golden fleurs-de-lis, and an 

unusually shaped gem on a golden chain, Galeazzo’s presentation bespeaks the magnificence 

that characterised the whole of the trip from Milan to Florence.108 Wright argues that both 

Galeazzo’s dress and his pose are particularly important to understanding the original context 

of the portrait as it relates to a specific moment of Medici history. As I will go on to show, 

such a context is also relevant to an understanding of the Lucrezia, further supporting my 

suggestion that the Galeazzo may be considered a precedent. Wright notes that the trip to 

Florence was planned quite quickly after a trip to France fell through, and contends that the 

embroidery on Galeazzo’s veste was originally intended for the French visit, highlighting his 

connection to the French crown through marriage.109 Given that both the Florentine state and 

the Medici had also been granted the right to use the device, it was appropriate for the 

Florence visit, too.110 She observes that Lorenzo himself had worn gold fleur-de-lis on a blue 

background as his device for a joust two years earlier, meaning that Galeazzo’s costume would 

have had a particular resonance for him.111  

 

Galeazzo’s presentation is specifically Florentine, both in the adoption of the three-quarter 

pose and the inclusion of the hand. In exploring Pollaiuolo’s departure from the ruler-portrait, 

Wright points out that Castagno’s Portrait of a Man (figure 13), which was explored in the 

Introduction, also includes a hand.112 Biagio d’Antonio’s contemporaneous Portrait of a Young 

Man also includes this feature (figure 14). The difference, however, is in Galeazzo’s pointing 

gesture. While Wright acknowledges that it is ambiguous as to whether the sitter is pointing 

deliberately, she contends that the gesture is crucial in imbuing the sitter with a sense of 

authority and enhancing the perception of him as a powerful, active figure.113 Thus, she argues 

that the portrait presents Galeazzo in a “rhetorical performance of virtù,” encapsulating the 

ideal behaviour of a ruler.114 That is, he is shown to exemplify the humanist conception of a 

leader, active and stoic in a similar way to the sculpted bust of Piero de’ Medici that was 

explored in the Introduction.  

 

                                                
108 See ibid., 71-72 for contemporary descriptions of the visit. 
109 Ibid., 73. 
110 Ibid. 
111 The Pollaiuolo Brothers: The Arts of Florence and Rome (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
2005), 136. 
112 "A Portrait," 77. 
113 Pollaiuolo Brothers, 136. 
114 Ibid. 
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Wright acknowledges that such a characterisation is novel and flattering – an important point, 

given Galeazzo’s subsequent characterisation as a tyrant – and positions the portrait as the 

only surviving commemoration of the 1471 visit.115 As such, she suggests that the portrait not 

only compliments a Florentine ally but, because it remained in the Medici palace, it indicates 

both the personal and familial nature of these alliances and their ongoing nature.116 In 

suggesting that Lorenzo commissioned Pollaiuolo to carry out the portrait as an act of 

diplomacy and friendship, she emphasises that it commemorates Galeazzo’s personal 

connection with the family and, specifically, Lorenzo. Indeed, in 1470, Lorenzo de’ Medici 

became godfather to Galeazzo and Bona’s first child.117 During the visit of 1471, Galeazzo 

stayed in the Medici palace, as he had done when he visited in 1459, but this time he was 

housed at the expense of Lorenzo, rather than the Florentine state, as had been the case on the 

first visit.118 It seems likely, then, that both the visit and the portrait that commemorates it 

might be interpreted along the lines of amicizia that were so important in fifteenth-century 

Florence.  

 

This is worth underscoring because it is not necessarily immediately apparent within the 

context of the camera grande terrena. While the placement of the Galeazzo Maria Sforza, 

alongside one of the Duke of Urbino by 1492, draws attention to the Medici’s alliances with 

princely powers, it also makes an overt statement about the source of their power outside of 

Florence. In particular, these diplomatic portraits make a strong statement about Medici 

political power through their connection to military might. As Wright has pointed out, 

Galeazzo’s father, Francesco Sforza, had worked for Florence as a mercenary leader.119 

Federigo, too, had fought successfully for the Florentine republic and for Lorenzo.120 In the 

camera grande terrena this reference to military might is heightened by the inclusion of 

Uccello’s Battle scenes, which appear to have been added to the room in the 1480s.121 While 

                                                
115 Ibid.; "A Portrait," 76. As Bayer points out, Galeazzo was assassinated in 1476 by conspirators who believed 
him a tyrant. Machiavelli also wrote about the assassination as a cautionary tale against tyrants. "Galeazzo Maria 
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119 Ibid., 68. 
120 Pollaiuolo Brothers, 131. 
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and that they were obtained by Lorenzo de’ Medici in the early 1480s. Francesco Caglioti, Donatello e i Medici. 
Storia del David e della Giuditta (Florence: Olschki, 2000), 265-81. For more on these paintings, as well as 
reproductions, see Ashok Roy and Dillian Gordon, "Uccello's "Battle of San Romano"," National Gallery 
Technical Bulletin 22(2001): 4-17. 
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the martial imagery seems to continue the theme that the Medici play in defending Florence’s 

liberty, as was discussed in the previous chapter in relation to the statues by Donatello in the 

palace garden, including Judith and Holofernes, it is important to recognise that it would not 

have been quite so overt in the 1470s.  

 

In arguing that the Galeazzo reflects a specific moment of Medici history, Wright provides an 

important precedent for the interpretation of the Lucrezia in a space within the Tornabuoni 

Palace. Here, the personal and familial connections between the resident family and the sitter 

are much more readily apparent. As the sister of Giovanni Tornabuoni, Lucrezia’s portrait 

reinforces familial ties and bonds as well as celebrating her achievements. It demonstrates that 

her significance rested not only in her role as a young bride marrying into the Medici family. 

Rather, Lucrezia’s activities later in life and her position as one of the most revered women in 

Florence, gave her an ongoing relevance within the Tornabuoni family that they were eager to 

align themselves with. I contend that it also reinforces a political dimension that is evident in 

the Medici Portrait of Galeazzo Maria Sforza. The positioning of a key member of the 

Tornabuoni family in this semi-public space reflects Lucrezia’s ongoing importance to the 

Tornabuoni family fifteen years after her death. It emphasises a key source of Tornabuoni 

relevance and political power through their close connection with the Medici, the de facto 

rulers of Florence.  

 

The familial, personal nature of these portraits provides an insight into the function of these 

portraits. While they undoubtedly fulfilled a commemorative role, Wright’s argument 

indicates that they could also play an active role in the retelling of family history. This 

suggests that both Medici and Tornabuoni ground floor chambers could have been the site of 

conversations about the artworks themselves. There is little research on the conversations that 

fifteenth-century Florentine portraiture might have provoked although, as I will demonstrate in 

Chapter Five, it is recognised that portraits might form the focus of an evening’s entertainment 

in court settings. An early example of the way in which portraits were used to provoke 

conversation is provided by Andrea Mantegna’s Camera Picta in the Palazzo Ducale, Mantua. 

Painted between 1465 and 1474, it is relevant to my discussion in that the room was a semi-

public space, fulfilling a range of functions from bedchamber to audience room, and that 

included a large number of portraits. The inclusion of certain portrait subjects and their 

identification by viewers was an important function of the room, as is demonstrated by 

Galeazzo Maria Sforza’s complaint that he was not included. Zaccaria Saggi relayed this 

information to Ludovico Gonzaga, the Marquis of Mantua, in 1475, writing of Galeazzo’s 

disappointment that he had not been included in “the most beautiful room in the world,” 
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although portraits of the “two most wretched men in the world,” King Christian of Denmark 

and the Emperor Frederick III, had.122 While this comment illustrates the extent to which 

portraits in these semi-public spaces were used to consolidate personal connections and add to 

the sitter’s prestige, it also highlights that the use of portraits in the Florentine camera terrena 

might similarly be used to provoke conversation.  

 

This is further supported by DePrano’s suggestion that the Tornabuoni camera terrena 

incorporated an entertainment function and that the room could be used for musical and 

theatrical entertainment as well as courtly conversation. While sometimes these conversations 

would have involved family and close friends, other occasions would have taken place with 

distinguished guests, such as the Cardinal of Mantua, as mentioned earlier. The Medici played 

a similar role as is demonstrated by their hosting of Galeazzo himself. As a site for 

entertaining both distinguished guests and close friends, the portraits within the camera 

terrena could have provided an opportunity for discussing some of these important family 

connections.  

 

I suggest that Lucrezia’s portrait could be further interpreted in relation to the other objects in 

the room, such as the musical instruments and the costumes. These objects have been 

examined in relation to the function of the room by DePrano but she has not examined the 

connections between the portrait and the objects of the camera terrena. As was noted in the 

previous chapter, one of the first pieces of documentary evidence that locates Lucrezia in the 

Medici intellectual circle upon her marriage was the 1445 letter from Ugo della Stuffa that 

praises Lucrezia for learning to sing a new piece. As this was so early in her marriage, it could 

be assumed that the Tornabuoni had already cultivated her musical ability. While DePrano 

points out that the Tornabuoni collection of musical instruments was considerably smaller than 

that of the Medici, she nevertheless contends that the collection demonstrates that the 

Tornabuoni valued musical education and had some expertise.123 She points out that singing 

appears to have been valued in patrician women but notes that beyond the Medici, it is not 

apparent whether women were taught to play musical instruments.124 While the instruments in 

the camera terrena would have been used in their own right as a form of entertainment, as 

DePrano points out, I would add that their proximity to the Lucrezia also provides a context 

for understanding more about the sitter than the usual virtues of piety and chastity.125  

                                                
122 Trans. Alison Cole, Art of the Italian Renaissance Courts (Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 1995), 152. 
Images of the room can be found in Roettgen, Italian Frescoes, 26-39. 
123 DePrano, "Objects of Entertainment," 133-35. 
124 Ibid., 134-35. 
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This is further emphasised by the inclusion of costumes in the room. DePrano notes that the 

inventory lists ten masks, nine wigs and two beards “to make disguises” and observes that 

these were the most unusual items listed in this room.126 She contends that the costumes may 

have been used for some celebration outside the palace, such as Carnevale, or in theatrical 

performances, formal or informal, that took place inside the palace itself.127 She notes both 

Lorenzo de’ Medici’s composition of poems that relate to Carnevale, as well as the staging of 

a comedy by Terence at the Medici palace in 1476.128 DePrano’s suggestion that the room was 

a site of performance is useful to consider in relation to Lucrezia’s own poetic production. 

Although Lucrezia’s storie sacre would not have been acted out like a play or sacra 

rappresentazione, they would, nevertheless, have been read aloud to an audience. Lucrezia 

herself writes at the end of The Story of Devout Susanna, “whoever hears or reads this little 

work” indicating that they were not just for reading to oneself.129 I suggest that this would have 

been the room in the Tornabuoni palace in which Lucrezia’s poems were read.  

 

There is no extant Tornabuoni manuscript of Lucrezia’s writing, as there is for the Medici, yet 

it is highly likely that the family had their own copies of her work. The 1479 letter that 

Poliziano sent to Lucrezia when he returned her poems is significant for indicating that 

Lucrezia’s initial audience consisted of Lucrezia’s family, close friends and those in the 

intellectual circle around Lorenzo read her works, as Martelli has pointed out.130 Poliziano 

writes that he is  

 

returning with [the messenger] Tommaso you lauds and sonnets and ternarii that you 
gave me when I was there [at Cafaggiolo?].  These gave us enormous pleasure, and 
Madonna Lucrezia or, better, Lucrezia [Lucrezia Tornabuoni’s granddaughter] has 
learned by heart all of ‘Lucrezia,’ and many other sonnets.”131  

 

In envisaging Lucrezia’s grandchildren, with their tutor Poliziano, reading Lucrezia’s works at 

one of their villas in the country, Poliziano evokes an atmosphere of courtly entertainment and 

learning similar to that which DePrano suggests occurred in the camera terrena at the 

Tornabuoni palace. It seems likely, then, that Lucrezia’s poetry was read in a similar situation 

in the camera terrena at the Tornabuoni palace. The fact that this could have taken place in 

close proximity to Lucrezia’s portrait would have provided a tangible and potent exemplar of 
                                                
126 Ibid., 131. 
127 Ibid., 131-32. 
128 Ibid., 132. 
129 Tornabuoni, Sacred Narratives, 71. 
130 Martelli, Letteratura fiorentina, 48. 
131 Trans. Tylus, Sacred Narratives, 24. 
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female achievement and learned virtue, which form such an integral part of Lucrezia’s 

narratives.  

 

 

Lucrezia as Role Model 
 

Lucrezia’s presentation in the camera terrena presents her as an important role model for the 

women in girls in her family in addition to the other familial and political meanings that it 

relayed. I link this specifically to the fact that the portrait was hung in a room that was quite 

possibly used for performance as well as learned conversation. To have read or listened to a 

reading of one of Lucrezia’s storie sacre alongside her portrait would have provided an 

especially powerful message about female achievement.  It is feasible that in this setting of 

courtly entertainment and learned conversation, those listening to Lucrezia’s works may 

themselves have engaged in a debate on the expanding definition of female virtue, although it 

is only possible to speculate on this point. Certainly Lucrezia and her storie sacre would have 

provided compelling examples for any debate that focused on the idea of learned virtue. Such 

a point would have been underscored by her portrayal, at once innovative and conventional, 

sending a strong message that a female’s worth no longer rested solely in her chastity – an idea 

that was reinforced by Lucrezia in her writing. Even if female potential was not explicitly 

articulated in such a context, Lucrezia’s representation here demonstrates that the Tornabuoni 

were proud of her achievements and that she was positioned as a paradigm of feminine virtue 

within the family and beyond. 

 

The extent to which Lucrezia is presented an exemplar specifically for Tornabuoni women is 

made explicit in her representations in the Tornabuoni Chapel. Occupying the main choir in 

Santa Maria Novella, this chapel is a testament to Tornabuoni prominence and relevance in the 

mid- to late-fifteenth century. Painted by Ghirlandaio between 1486 and 1490, the chapel is 

striking for the huge number of contemporary portraits contained within the biblical scenes on 

the lower registers. While many of the portrait identifications in the Tornabuoni Chapel 

remain contentious, the existence of Lucrezia’s independent portrait provides a point of 

comparison with the chapel portraits. Simons argues that Lucrezia was almost certainly 

represented, possibly up to three times in the fresco cycle, bespeaking her ongoing relevance 

to the Tornabuoni family after her death.132 She argues that the most likely portrait of Lucrezia 

is the rightmost figure in The Visitation (figures 33 & 34), appearing behind depictions of 

Giovanna degli Albizzi Tornabuoni, first wife of Giovanni’s son, Lorenzo Tornabuoni, and 
                                                
132 Simons, "Portraiture and Patronage," 2: 121, note 210. 
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Ginevra Gianfigliazzi, Lorenzo’s second wife (1473-1542 or later).133 She bases this on both 

physiognomy and costume.134 Simons agrees with Pieraccini’s identification of Lucrezia as the 

rightmost portrait in The Birth of Saint John (figures 29 & 30), again based on physiognomical 

type although she argues that the figure in the Visitation is closer to the independent portrait 

than this one.135  

 

She points out, however, that if both are portraits are of Lucrezia, then she is twice placed in a 

secondary role to a much more prominent portrait of a younger woman who is also repeated in 

both scenes, Giovanna degli Albizzi Tornabuoni, who likewise appears in an independent 

portrait in the Tornabuoni palace, as explored above.136 In agreeing that both identifications are 

probable, I suggest that Lucrezia’s ‘secondary’ positioning in the frescoes is analogous to 

Lucrezia’s role as poet, helping to guide her younger family members as they negotiate the 

Florentine patriarchy. Giovanna, as the wife of Lorenzo Tornabuoni, and mother of his heir, 

would have occupied a similar place in the Tornabuoni family to that of Lucrezia in the 

Medici family, had it not been for Giovanna’s premature death, which occurred during the 

painting of the fresco cycle. Giovanna would have been well aware of Lucrezia’s legacy when 

she married into the family and it is wholly appropriate that Lucrezia might have been a guide 

and exemplar to Giovanna. Although Lucrezia herself had died in 1482, she would have been 

the ultimate role model for the younger woman as is suggested here in paint, which had the 

ability to bring together successive generations of the family. Certainly, the significance of 

these two women to the Tornabuoni family is borne out both by their repeated inclusion here 

and by the fact they both their independent portraits were displayed in prominent sites in the 

Tornabuoni palace many years after their deaths.  

 

The last possible portrait of Lucrezia in the Tornabuoni Chapel is in the Birth of the Virgin 

(figures 35 & 36). Pernis and Adams contend that she is the figure at the back of the group of 

the five women entering the room but provide no evidence for the identification, although it 

has been previously discussed in the scholarship.137 As Everett Fahy and Simons point out, this 

figure derives from a chalk preparatory drawing at Chatsworth (figure 37).138 Simons argues 

that such a preparatory drawing would not have been necessary for Lucrezia, given that 

Ghirlandaio had already painted an independent portrait of her. Yet as John Gere points out, it 

                                                
133 Ibid., 1: 305-06. 
134 Ibid., 1: 306. 
135 Ibid., 2: 122, note 210. 
136 Ibid. 
137 Pernis and Adams, Lucrezia Tornabuoni, 148. 
138 Fahy, "Bust Length Woman," 115; Simons, "Portraiture and Patronage," vol 2, 122, note 10. 



 145 

is not simply a preparatory drawing but a cartoon, as it has prick marks.139 Jean Cadogan and 

Arthur Rosenauer agree that it was a cartoon, noting that it is corresponds exactly to the detail 

and scale of the executed figure, although they argue that it is too well preserved to have been 

the actual cartoon that was used to transfer the design to the wet plaster. They contend that the 

prick marks demonstrate that it was pricked for transfer to another cartoon that was used for 

the transfer to wet plaster.140 As Rosenauer points out, cartoons were essential in a fresco of 

this size as Ghirlandaio relied on apprentices in the execution of such a large-scale fresco.141 

Yet, even though this explains the use of a cartoon for this figure, Fahy argues that she does 

not look like Lucrezia in the independent portrait.142 Certainly she is somewhat older, as is 

indicated by her fleshier jawline and, while her nose, eyes and lips are similar to the 

independent portrait, they are not exactly the same. The eyes appear to bulge less and the nose 

seems to be a slightly different shape. When this figure is compared to the Lucrezia in the 

Birth of Saint John these differences become more pronounced. Simons, like Pieraccini, 

suggests that it is a relative of Lucrezia’s instead, possibly her sister Dionora.143 She does not 

discount the possibility, first proposed by Pieraccini, that a physiognomic type could have 

been used for all the older exemplary women in the chapel’s “portraits.”144 Even if this was the 

case, the family resemblance to Lucrezia could have brought Lucrezia to mind, thus 

emphasising her ongoing importance within the Tornabuoni family.  

 

While it is unlikely that these identifications will ever be certain, Lucrezia’s inclusion within 

any one of these scenes is relevant to my argument because, again, we see Lucrezia 

represented in a context that emphasises her literary production. Although not explored in 

Chapter Two, Lucrezia wrote a storia sacra on Saint John, which the literary historian Tylus 

considers her most innovative work.145 In addition, many of her laudi (songs written in praise 

of divine figures) focus on the Virgin and Christ. As was discussed in Chapter Two, 

Lucrezia’s storie sacre were circulated beyond her family and, thus, it seems likely that they 

would have been known to the viewers who had access to the chapel. Her representation in the 

Visitation and the Birth of Saint John place her as witness to scenes that she herself had 

envisaged in her Vita di San Giovanni Battista (Life of Saint John the Baptist):  
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[…] Mary went off too,  
setting out into the mountains,  
to the home of Zechariah.  
 
[…] Elizabeth, filled with the Holy Spirit, 
with keen awareness 
sensed that her son within  
was performing great honours to his worthy Lord, 
 
and this holy speech thus followed: 
“Who am I, that the mother of the Lord 
comes to my house, only to visit me? 
I have such joy, and yet my heart is fearful; 
I feel my own son bowing in reverence 
to honour his noble maker. 
And blessed are you, who believed in those things 
God gave you to understand.146 

 

Tylus notes the strong connection between the Gospels and Lucrezia’s work in these lines but 

emphasises that the poetic quality transforms the biblical story into memorable verse.147 I 

would add that the touching interaction between the two women, alongside other details of 

fifteenth-century female domestic life, strengthens the human dimension in Lucrezia’s storia 

sacra – something that is also evident in the Tornabuoni Chapel. In situating portraits of his 

family, friends and allies within biblical scenes, Lucrezia’s brother Giovanni similarly brings 

these stories to life. While the contemporary portraits act as witnesses to the biblical scenes 

and demonstrate the piety of the family in perpetuity, they also make visible key elements of 

Florentine family, social and political life, giving the scenes a contemporary relevance. 

Lucrezia articulates that she hoped to do the same through her words, as a way of encouraging 

the devotion of her readers. In the final stanza she writes: 

 

May you, Eternal Father, be thanked, 
and your Son, and the Holy Spirit; 
I want to thank as well the worthy Mother, 
And the prophet John in this song.  
By virtue of his delightful works 
And through his grace, I will be able to boast 
Of having told of his death and of his people; 
[so that] my and others’ devotion may grow!148 

 

While Giovanni’s choice to posthumously portray Lucrezia demonstrates her importance to 

the family and his pride in her achievements, her apparent inclusion in these all-female scenes 
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highlights the extent of her legacy. It was not simply her role as a powerful political patron 

that was of value but the way in which she was a model of learned virtue for younger 

generations of Tornabuoni women and beyond. Her representation in such a scene, while 

proving her piety, cannot be separated from her storie sacre. In bringing to life the story of 

John the Baptist and others, Lucrezia actively encouraged her readers’ piety. Moreover, she 

also became a model of the female voice. In engaging in the act of writing, Lucrezia moved 

beyond standard female piety and embodied an expanded definition of the concept of woman. 

Through her representation in the Tornabuoni Chapel, Lucrezia is shown doing this quite 

literally in real time, visually, in the frescoes that stand in front of the high altar. She is ever 

present, and she continues to bring these stories to life, just as she had done in verse.  

 

Yet it is also important to acknowledge that in the Tornabuoni Chapel, Lucrezia is but one of a 

large cast of prominent fifteenth-century Florentines. Her achievements, whilst significant, are 

not specifically highlighted in the same way that they are in her independent portrait in the 

Tornabuoni palace.  I contend that the independent portrait, positioned in the camera terrena, 

a prominent space within the Tornabuoni palace, makes an even stronger statement about 

Lucrezia’s importance to her family and also to the city of Florence. The appearance of the 

portrait within a room that seems to have been a site of learned conversation and, as I have 

argued, the reading of her poetry, allows for her achievements to be more readily 

demonstrated. Again, we find this juxtaposition between the painted image, through which 

Lucrezia lives on, and the retelling of her stories. In commemorating her as a historical 

personage and as a writer she is still present. While there is no doubt that her piety would have 

been a crucial to an interpretation of her portrait, the setting itself provoked a consideration of 

her erudition. It is in Lucrezia’s embodiment of both of these aspects that she becomes a 

paradigm of learned virtue. The fact that she wrote about women who similarly embodied 

female achievement alongside their piety makes her example all the more relevant. There is an 

inherent pride in Lucrezia’s characterisations of femininity that extends beyond an individual 

character and beyond Lucrezia herself. In writing about exemplary female characters, she does 

not just give examples of female strength but opens the way for more strong women to 

emerge. Her representation and embodiment of women who are confident and empowered by 

their faith offers a means for future women to act with a similar agency and in a way that is 

distinctively female. 

 

The context in which this portrait was displayed indicates that contemporary viewers, who 

would have been very familiar with Lucrezia’s achievements beyond the traditionally feminine 

arena, would have viewed her portrait within the context of learned virtue. While its 
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divergence from the norm may have been relatively acceptable given Lucrezia’s position and 

her prominence, what is remarkable is that it is not the only female portrait of the 1470s to 

represent its sitter in such a way. I propose that this portrait established the visual conventions 

for representing learned virtue in portraits of women with comparable qualities. Indeed, this 

same balancing act between existing and nascent virtues is also present in Leonardo’s Ginevra 

de’ Benci (figures 2 & 3), which will be considered in the following chapter. This is 

particularly significant given that Ginevra, like Lucrezia, also had important links with the 

literary circle around Lorenzo de’ Medici and was recognised for her writing, as discussed in 

Chapter Two. While there is no direct evidence of contact between Lucrezia and Ginevra, the 

Poliziano anecdote explored in Chapter Two demonstrates that Ginevra spent time at the 

Medici palace in the 1470s. Lorenzo’s sonnets to Ginevra are further evidence that she was on 

intimate terms with the family. Yet it is not wholly surprising that there is limited 

documentary evidence of this connection, given that Florentine women did not generally have 

public profiles like Lucrezia.  

 

Although Ginevra does not have an extant oeuvre comparable to Lucrezia’s, I will argue that 

the emergence of another writing woman alongside Lucrezia, and her visual embodiment of 

learned virtue, demonstrates the extent to which Lucrezia was an exemplar to women beyond 

her own family. In her assumption of roles that were not traditionally female, Lucrezia must 

have provided a compelling example of female achievement to women around her. While a 

political or public role was not necessarily an available option to the majority of women within 

the constraints of the Florentine republic, Lucrezia signalled in her writing that it was through 

words that a woman might achieve greater agency. As such, it is important to acknowledge the 

role that Lucrezia played in establishing the tradition of vernacular writing women in Florence 

and beyond. While this may not have been something that she did consciously, simply by 

engaging in the act of writing Lucrezia became a model of the female voice for other 

contemporary and future female vernacular poets and, indeed, their representation in 

portraiture.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

Personal Piety and Poetic Achievement: Leonardo’s Portrait of 

Ginevra de’ Benci (c.1475) 
 

Ginevra de’ Benci (1457-c.1520) is much less visible as a historical personage and as a poet 

than Lucrezia Tornabuoni, who formed the focus of the previous chapter. She has been the 

subject of much less work by literary historians than Lucrezia, despite the evidence of her 

participation in literary circles and the recognition of her as a poet by at least one of her 

contemporaries. As mentioned in Chapter Two, Cox argues that the case for Ginevra as a poet 

is much more tenuous, given the lack of extant poetry, although she nevertheless includes her 

in her study of women’s writing.1 Bryce has examined the extant line of Ginevra’s poetry in 

detail, considered in Chapter Two, and argues that the fact that the letter writer, G., had to 

identify the poem by including the first line indicates that she had written more than one 

poem.2 I drew on Bryce’s analysis to argue that this one line is crucial to any consideration of 

Ginevra as a historical subject with an agenda of her own. In her poetic persona, Ginevra 

embodies the ideal of learned virtue and implicitly engages with the debate on female 

potential. While Bryce and Cox acknowledge Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci 

(figures 2 & 3) neither of them relate it to an analysis of her poetry.  

 

The majority of the scholarship on Ginevra has been carried out by art historians, as she is the 

subject of a revolutionary portrait that anticipates major changes in portrait conventions and 

painterly style – factors that I argue relate to both its sitter and its execution by Leonardo. 

Pictured in the three-quarter pose and painted in oil, the image has been extolled for its 

innovations in format and naturalism. It seems highly unlikely that Ginevra would have been 

the subject of such extensive scholarship had the portrait not existed. Yet this scholarship has 

not proved unproblematic. As discussed in the Introduction, both Bryce’s research and that of 

the art historian Garrard highlight that the historical personage of Ginevra has been largely 

absent from much of the art historical literature.3 Their work is a substantial contribution to 

understanding Ginevra both as a historical personage and as a poet. The recovery of Ginevra’s 

                                                
1 Cox, Women's Writing, 45. 
2 Bryce, "Ginevra de' Benci," 155. 
3 Ibid., 131-58; Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 23-56. 
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voice, no matter how limited, adds an important dimension to our understanding of her 

portrait, and situates her within the expanded paradigm of female virtue.  

 

Garrard’s study has further revealed details about Ginevra’s life that provide additional insight 

into her portrait as a document of a historical person. In particular, she connects Leonardo’s 

Ginevra with the Benedictine convent Santa Maria Annunziata, better known as Le Murate. 

She draws on a passing comment by Megan Holmes, who explores of the patronage of 

Giovanni Benci, Ginevra’s grandfather, at Le Murate and establishes that the Benci family 

were the first major patrons of the convent.4 Holmes notes that Ginevra “was a boarder at Le 

Murate prior to her marriage [in 1474], and then, upon her death [around 1520], was vested as 

a nun and buried there.”5 Garrard makes explicit the connection between the portrait and Le 

Murate in her suggestion that the black scarf that Ginevra wears is a scapular.6 She 

demonstrates that scapulars were often worn by lay affiliates in a smaller modified form as a 

symbol of the habit and a way for a tertiary or lay affiliate to demonstrate her ties to a 

convent.7 Garrard’s discovery that a portrait and two sonnets that the art historian John Walker 

had previously connected to Leonardo’s Ginevra can also be associated with Le Murate 

further establish Ginevra’s relationship with the convent. As will be explored, Ginevra has 

sometimes been identified as the sitter in Lorenzo de Credi’s Portrait of a Young Woman 

(figure 18), thanks to an inscription from the period.8 Garrard provides further information to 

associate this portrait with Le Murate.9 This enables her to propose that Lorenzo de’ Medici’s 

two sonnets to Ginevra, which will be explored below, refer to Ginevra’s first retreat to Le 

Murate after her marriage.10  

 

Garrard’s study is thus essential in repositioning Ginevra as an independent and autonomous 

subject. I build on her work through further exploration of Ginevra’s connection with Le 

Murate as it develops our understanding both of the concept of learned virtue and of Ginevra 

as a historical person. As I demonstrated in the previous chapter, piety and charity were crucial 

to Lucrezia’s assumption of a more public role. While her extant poetic oeuvre and the rich 

historical documentation that surrounds her has made her a subject of much study beyond 

conventional feminine virtues, she could not have assumed these additional roles without 
                                                
4 Megan Holmes, "Giovanni Benci's Patronage of the Nunnery, Le Murate," in Art, Memory, and Family in 
Renaissance Florence, ed. Giovanni Ciappelli and Patricia Lee Rubin (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 114-34. 
5 Ibid., 129. 
6 Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 43. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Walker, "Ginevra de' Benci," 16. 
9 Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 43. 
10 Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 44. 
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embodying the more conventional female virtues. The evidence that links Ginevra to Le 

Murate would have been similarly essential as she engaged with the Medici intellectual circle 

and started to write poetry. I explore Ginevra’s piety and suggest that she played an active role 

in shaping how this virtue would play out in her life. The significance of this cannot be 

underestimated in a study of nascent female independence as it signals that women may have 

sought greater agency in areas where they already operated, and not only in new realms like 

vernacular literary circles. Although piety was very much an expected virtue in a woman and a 

key concern in fifteenth-century female portraiture, there are no detailed investigations into 

specific, personal practices of women who have been the subjects of portraits that emphasise 

the sitter’s piety.  

 

In arguing that piety alongside poetry demonstrates Ginevra’s agency, I examine a chronicle 

of the convent that was written by one of its nuns, Suora Giustina Niccolini, in 1598, which 

explicitly mentions that Ginevra spent time there.11 The chronicle has been studied in detail by 

Holmes, as well as Kate Lowe and Saundra Weddle. All three of these scholars have focused 

on various aspects of Le Murate’s history – art patronage, literary and social history, and 

architectural history respectively.12 It has not previously been studied in relation to Ginevra de’ 

Benci, however. The chronicle notes that Ginevra was a commessa, a secular woman who 

spent periods of time at the convent without becoming a nun. Episodes in the chronicle that 

focus on other commesse suggest that Ginevra may have been able to live a life in which she 

had a measure of independence to move between palace and convent. This is especially 

relevant to my argument for it provides an insight into the ways in which women beyond 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni may have been able to embody learned virtue within a Florentine 

                                                
11 The chronicle is held in the BNCF (II II 509). It is based on earlier documentation at the convent such as the 
old chronicles of the founding nuns, papal bills, notarial documents and letters, many of which no longer survive. 
See Holmes, "Giovanni Benci's Patronage," 114; K. J. P. Lowe, "Female Strategies for Success in a Male-
Ordered World: The Benedictine Convent of Le Murate," Studies in Church History 27 (1990): 210. It records the 
convent’s history, from its beginnings on the Rubaconte Bridge in Florence to its architectural development and 
position as the most influential convent in Florence. It also records histories and anecdotes of many of the people 
associated with the convent. It has been transcribed by Saundra Weddle and is available as an appendix to her 
doctoral thesis, Saundra Weddle, "Enclosing Le Murate: The Ideology of Enclosure and the Architecture of a 
Florentine Convent, 1390-1597" (Ph.D., Cornell University, 1997). Recently, Weddle has translated her 
transcription as part of the “The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe Series”: Sister Giustina Niccolini, The 
Chronicle of Le Murate, trans. and ed. Saundra Weddle (Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance 
Studies, 2011). All translations are taken from this edition unless otherwise noted. The chronicle itself is dated 31 
January 1598 (1597 anno fiorentino).  
12 Holmes, "Giovanni Benci's Patronage," 114-34; Fra Filippo Lippi: The Carmelite Painter (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1999), 215-44; Lowe, "Female Strategies for Success," 209-21; Nuns' Chronicles and 
Convent Culture: Women and History Writing in Renaissance and Counter-Reformation Italy (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003); Weddle, "Enclosing Le Murate."; "Women's Place in the Family and the 
Convent: A Reconsideration of Public and Private in Renaissance Florence," Journal of Architectural Education 
55, no. 2 (2001): 64-72; "'Women in Wolves' Mouths': Nuns' Reputations, Enclosure and Architecture at the 
Convent of Le Murate in Florence," in Architecture and the Politics of Gender in Early Modern Europe, ed. 
Helen Hills (Aldershot and Burlington: Ashgate, 2003), 115-29. 



 152 

context. At the same time, it is important to my argument that Le Murate was also known for 

its thriving literate culture, and for the independent, autonomous, and deeply pious women 

who were associated with the convent from its very beginnings. This dual characterisation 

bespeaks a culture in which learned virtue could flourish. Indeed, the convent enjoyed 

considerable growth in the fifteenth century, suggesting that the contemporary debate on 

female capability had moved beyond the theoretical, with women seeking environments where 

they could act with more autonomy within a context of learned virtue.  

 

I argue that Leonardo’s Ginevra reflects both her involvement with Le Murate and her 

participation in literary circles in a way that draws on and expands the precedent set by 

Ghirlandaio’s Portrait of Lucrezia Tornabuoni (figure 1). The portrait exemplifies that the 

nascent virtues of masculine virtù and erudition must be balanced with the expected virtues of 

piety and modesty in the same way that we found in Lucrezia. Leonardo achieves this through 

his inclusion of an impresa (device) on the reverse of the portrait, which depicts a laurel and 

palm wreath encircling a juniper sprig. A scroll inscribed with the motto “Virtutem Forma 

Decorat” (Beauty adorns virtue) winds around the branches.  

 

The reverse of the portrait has been researched especially by Garrard as well as the art 

historian Jennifer Fletcher.13 Kirsten Lippincott also considers it in her work on Renaissance 

imprese (devices).14 Fletcher was the first to connect the device on the reverse of the portrait, 

with the Venetian ambassador to Florence, Bernardo Bembo (1433-1519). As I discussed in 

the Introduction and will explore in detail below, she argues that he commissioned the portrait 

of his platonic beloved, Ginevra de’ Benci, and that the impresa was his personal device. 

Garrard has challenged this, arguing that Bembo appropriated the device from Ginevra. 

Garrard has suggested new ways of interpreting the motto that again emphasise Ginevra as a 

historical person. Drawing on this position, as well as a passing comment by Shapley that 

Virtutem Forma Decorat is a hexameter, that has had no further comment in the scholarship, I 

suggest that the reverse of the portrait is an emblematic portrait of Ginevra that relates 

specifically to her assumption of the nascent role of woman writer. Utilising the two sides of 

the portrait not only enabled Leonardo to balance the representation of her piety with erudition 

but also allowed him to extend the way in which the writing woman could be portrayed.  

 

 

                                                
13 Jennifer Fletcher, "Bernardo Bembo and Leonardo's Portrait of Ginevra de' Benci," The Burlington Magazine 
131, no. 1041 (1989): 811-16. 
14 Kristen Lippincott, "The Genesis and Significance of the Fifteenth-Century Italian Impresa," in Chivalry in the 
Renaissance, ed. Sydney Anglo (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1990), 49-76. 
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Developments in the Representation of Learned Virtue 

 

In arguing that Leonardo develops on the format established in the independent Portrait of 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni to make a more overt statement about Ginevra’s erudition, I note 

Garrard’s observation that the Lucrezia, attributed to Ghirlandaio and explored in the previous 

chapter, might set the precedent for “a three-quarter view of an intellectual woman treated 

sympathetically.”15 Garrard does not examine this further but I suggest that these similarities 

are significant for reflecting the expansion of female virtue and the documenting of the 

cultural figure of the writing woman in paint. In particular, I propose that the front of 

Leonardo’s Ginevra draws attention to the sitter as a historical person known both for her 

piety and her assumption of an expanded paradigm of feminine virtue while the reverse makes 

specific reference to her erudition and her success as a poet.  

 

In particular, we see again the combination of the three-quarter view alongside modest dress. 

Unlike Lucrezia, however, Ginevra’s eyes are not averted in her portrait. Pointedly, she looks 

out directly at the viewer. This presentation is highly innovative, although it must be 

acknowledged that Botticelli’s contemporaneous Portrait of a Woman at a Window (c.1470-

1480) (figure 5) also looks out at the viewer.16 That said, there is something challenging about 

Ginevra’s stare and it presents a stark difference from the profile view and its implications of 

chastity and modesty. It represents a significant expansion in the way in which a woman could 

be represented in portraiture and, as with Lucrezia, I believe that this reflects the discourse on 

the expanding concept of woman, which has been explored in Chapters One and Two.  

 

Although art historians have not considered this discourse, much of the art historical 

scholarship has sought to explain Ginevra’s innovative presentation, as discussed in the 

Introduction. Ernst Gombrich, Paul Hills, David Alan Brown and Paula Nuttall have 

recognised many of Leonardo’s stylistic developments such as Ginevra’s placement in the 

landscape, the use of an impresa on the reverse, and the use of oil, in addition to the Ginevra’s 

three-quarter view and her direct gaze, and argue that Leonardo’s portrait reflects his interest 

in northern art.17 In particular, they recognise the similarities between Leonardo’s Ginevra and 

a Netherlandish portrait that is believed to have been in the Medici collection, Petrus Christus’ 
                                                
15 Garrard, "Female Portraits," 63. 
16 As noted in the Introduction, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to explore this work in detail, due to 
uncertainty around the sitter’s identity, although I do consider it in the Conclusion.  
17 Ernst. H. Gombrich, "Light, Form and Texture in Fifteenth-Century Painting North and South of the Alps," in 
Heritage of Apelles (Oxford: Phaidon, 1976), 33; Paul Hills, "Leonardo and Flemish Painting," The Burlington 
Magazine 122, no. 930 (1980): 609-15; David Alan Brown, Leonardo da Vinci: Origins of a Genius (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 1998), 110-11; Paula Nuttall, From Flanders to Florence: The Impact of 
Netherlandish Painting, 1400-1500, 1st ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 224-29. 
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Portrait of a Lady (c.1470) (figure 38). Certainly, there are striking parallels between the faces 

of the sitters in these two portraits, as can be seen in their heavily-lidded, almond-shaped eyes, 

the shape of their noses, their porcelain skin and, more significantly, the way they stare out at 

the viewer, although Ginevra’s gaze is more direct. In addition, Leonardo’s use of oil paint has 

enabled a considerably more naturalistic presentation of the sitter than can be found in 

contemporaneous Florentine portraiture, including the Lucrezia Tornabuoni. Leonardo builds 

up thin layers of paint to create gently modelled surfaces and use a softer focus than was 

possible with tempera paint. This is particularly evident in the delicate modelling of Ginevra’s 

face, her cheeks, lips and eyelids glazed with faint pink highlights. The fine handling of her 

transparent coverciere is all the more striking when compared with the one Lucrezia wears. It 

is barely visible, save for the small gold button that secures it, the fine white edging around her 

neck and the small shadow it casts on her left shoulder. 

 

Brown argues that in quoting from a treasured Medici artwork, Leonardo positions Ginevra 

and her family within the Medici’s cultural renown.18 While he points out that Ginevra’s father 

and grandfather were managers of the Medici bank, he does not acknowledge the wider 

participation of the Benci and Niccolini families within Lorenzo’s intellectual circle and nor 

does he consider Ginevra’s own role within that circle. Yet, as I have demonstrated in Chapter 

Two, Ginevra appears to have been an active participant in that circle and a poet – something 

for which none of her male relatives are recognised. In referring to a treasured Medici portrait 

and changing the way in which a woman might be represented, I would suggest that Leonardo 

refers to the cultural position of the sitter herself. He appears to have recognised that the 

conventions for representing Ginevra were not appropriate to her embodiment of learned 

virtue. At the very least, he indicates that a woman’s virtue no longer rested solely in her 

chastity. As with the independent Portrait of Lucrezia Tornabuoni, the sitter is represented for 

something other than marriage. Although this may not be as immediately apparent in 

Leonardo’s Ginevra as in the Lucrezia, due to Ginevra’s younger age, the lack of counter-

donora objects, such as lavish dress and jewellery, immediately suggests that this is not a 

marriage portrait, as I argued in the Introduction.  

 

In moving away from the detailed representation of the object of marriage, the focus on the 

sitter is more strongly emphasised. Whereas the plain background in the Lucrezia, attributed to 

Ghirlandaio, focused the viewer’s attention on her face and emphasised the sitter as a 

historical personage, in Leonardo’s Ginevra, this is done through the sitter’s gaze. Ginevra’s 

eyes seek to engage the viewer and form the focal point of the painting. Her position in front 
                                                
18 Brown, Origins of a Genius, 111. 
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of a meticulously detailed ginepro (juniper) tree, a homophonic reference to the sitter’s name, 

frames her face, as do her tight curls. This level of detail contrasts with the softly focused 

watery reflections and aerial perspective of the background. Even as we observe these details, 

Ginevra catches our eye, emphasising her significance as a historical person. The focus is 

directly on her, rather than on objects associated with her. As with Lucrezia, we see how the 

expansion of female virtue impacts on the pictorial representation of women.  

 

Yet, even if the focus has moved away from chastity, it is still represented. The juniper that is 

represented in such detail behind Ginevra’s head, not only puns on her name but also 

symbolises chastity.19 Just as conventional female virtue remained an important element in 

Lucrezia’s portrait, so it does in Ginevra’s. Similarly, her presentation emphasises her 

modesty. Like Lucrezia, Ginevra is shown wearing a simple woollen gamurra which is laced 

with a blue ribbon. The cinnamon colour of the gamurra, known as monachino, heightens the 

impression of modesty. The neckline of the gamurra and the edges of the buttonholes are 

embroidered with fine gold detail. Ginevra also wears a very fine, almost transparent 

coverciere. Yet, as with Lucrezia, these few fine details do not reduce the impression of 

modesty and the association with piety. Ginevra’s modest dress and the lack of jewellery 

demonstrate the same paradigm for visually representing learned virtue that we saw in the 

Lucrezia. That is, the innovations in presentation are simultaneously balanced by an emphasis 

on the sitter’s piety and modesty that reflects the theoretical framework in which female 

achievement is positioned within the expected virtues of piety and modesty. 

 

 

Current Scholarship 

 

Leonardo’s Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci has occupied a central position in general 

discussions about the development of female portraiture in the Italian Renaissance because of 

its divergence from established conventions and has been the focus of important research by 

John Walker, Jennifer Fletcher, David Alan Brown, Joanna Woods-Marsden and Mary 

Garrard.20 Much scholarship has been devoted to its innovations but interestingly there is by 

no means consensus around key issues. Scholars have been unable to pinpoint the 

circumstances behind its commission or even to fix its date, and proposals for that range from 

                                                
19 Ibid., 116. 
20 Walker, "Ginevra de' Benci," 1-38; Fletcher, "Bernardo Bembo," 811-16; Brown, Virtue and Beauty; Origins 
of a Genius, 101-21; Woods-Marsden, "Portrait of the Lady," 63-87; Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 23-56. 
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1473 to 1478.21 As Everett Fahy points out, this uncertainty is highly surprising given the 

extensive scholarship that exists around Leonardo.22 The issue of dating the portrait is further 

confounded as scholars try to ascertain its function and its patron. While it has been 

acknowledged in more recent scholarship that this is not a straightforward marriage portrait, 

there has been little resolution about what kind of portrait it is. In order to attempt to answer 

some of these questions, much of the key scholarship conducted over the past century has 

sought to expand what is known of Ginevra’s life. There is a recognition that understanding 

more about her as a historical subject offers the possibility of additional ways in which the 

portrait may be interpreted, even if the more recent research by Bryce and Garrard argues that 

it has not always been successful. 

 

The primary facts around her life have been well established, however. The daughter of 

Amerigo Benci and Antonia di Lorenzo Cresci, Ginevra was born in August 1457, the second 

of seven children. The Benci were a family of bankers and they had close links to the Medici. 

Although Ginevra was thirty years younger than Lucrezia, I argued in Chapter Two that the 

literary and familial connections between them make it likely that they knew each other in the 

1470s. Lucrezia may have taken on the role of a guiding figure as we see her doing in the 

Tornabuoni Chapel frescoes. Like the Medici, the Benci were a newer, very wealthy 

Florentine family who had made their money through banking. On 15 January 1474, the 

sixteen-year-old Ginevra married Luigi di Bernardo Niccolini at her family palazzo.23 The 

Niccolini, like the Tornabuoni, were a highly respected family that had played a prominent 

role in Florentine politics although, as cloth weavers, they were significantly less well off than 

the Benci. Just as Piero de’ Medici’s marriage to Lucrezia Tornabuoni had connected the 

Medici with a well-established Florentine family, so too, did Ginevra’s marriage to Luigi 

Niccolini. Carnesecchi establishes that she was Luigi’s second wife; his first had died a few 

months earlier on 17 August 1473.24 Leonardo’s Ginevra is often dated to this time based on 

the assumption that the portrait commemorates this important rite of passage in Ginevra’s life.  

 

Luigi participated in the family business and was also active in politics. On 8 May 1478, he 

became gonfaloniere or chief magistrate of Florence and in November 1480, he was made 

                                                
21 As Brown points out, the dating of the portrait itself has tended to be related to the context in which a scholar 
situates the work. Origins of a Genius, 105. Those who argue it relates to Bembo have dated it to the late 1470s. 
See Walker, "Ginevra de' Benci," 18-19; Fletcher, "Bernardo Bembo," 811-16. Brown and Garrard agree that 
stylistically, the work dates to c.1475. Brown, Origins of a Genius, 105; Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 26.  
22 Everett Fahy, ‘The Marriage Portrait in the Renaissance, or Some Women Named Ginevra,’ in Andrea Bayer, 
ed. Art and Love in Renaissance Italy (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2008), 17. 
23 1473 in the anno fiorentino. 
24 Carnesecchi, "Il Ritratto Leonardoesco," 282-83. 
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priore, one of the six officials to whom the government of Florence was ostensibly entrusted.25 

Around the same time, Luigi declared in his tax return that he had “more debts than property” 

and that Ginevra was sick, “[having] been in the hands of doctors since the age of 21,” 

although there is no more specific information on Ginevra’s health.26  The family fortunes did 

not improve, and when Luigi died in 1505, his brothers were unable to pay Ginevra back her 

full dowry, as Luigi had stipulated in his will. As a result, Ginevra inherited the wool shop 

from his brothers, which she bequeathed to her brother, Giovanni. Giovanni sold the shop in 

1521, indicating that Ginevra had died about 1520.27  The couple had had no children and, 

while Luigi was buried in Santa Croce, Ginevra was buried at Le Murate.  

 

Beyond the facts of Ginevra’s biography, a number of other contemporary sources exist 

around Ginevra that have been used to help reconstruct parts of her biography. Walker 

compiled these sources and had them translated, making them available to a wider audience 

and setting the groundwork for other investigations into Ginevra. These include the letter 

written to Ginevra by G. and the sonnets written to and about Ginevra by Lorenzo de’ Medici 

and writers in his circle, as well as the episode in Poliziano’s diary, which were discussed 

briefly in Chapter Two. All have been the subject of continued scholarly interest, primarily by 

art historians and Bryce. As will be explored, literary historians Sara Sturm-Maddox, Mario 

Martelli and Bernard Toscani have considered Lorenzo’s sonnets in relation to his oeuvre.28 

Generally, they have tended to be used to demonstrate that Ginevra, like other patrician 

women in Florence who had their portraits painted, embodied the existing and expected 

virtues of chastity, piety, modesty and beauty, even though her portrait is so different to the 

norm. This is exemplified by the study of a series of Petrarchan sonnets by writers in the 

Medici circle about her relationship with Bembo. The relationship appears to have occurred 

soon after Ginevra’s marriage and has had significant impact on the way in which her portrait 

has been interpreted. 

 

Bembo adopted Ginevra as the object of his platonic love, as was part of the current chivalric 

fashion in Florence.29 This probably happened on Bembo’s first mission to Florence between 

                                                
25 Walker, "Ginevra de' Benci," 2. 
26 Carnesecchi, "Il Ritratto Leonardoesco," 284; Emil Möller, "Leonardos Bildnis der Ginevra dei Benci," 
Münchner Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst XII, no. 3 (1937-1938): 198, note 21. 
27 Brown, Origins of a Genius, 201. Ginevra’s will is partly transcribed in Möller, "Ginevra dei Benci," 198, note 
22. 
28 Sturm-Maddox, Lorenzo de'Medici, 131; Mario Martelli, "Il Mito d'Orfeo nell'età Laurenziana," Interpres 8 
(1988): 23-24; Bernard Toscani, "Lorenzo, the Religious Poet," in Lorenzo de' Medici: New Perspectives, ed. 
Bernard Toscani (New York: Peter Lang, 1993), 85-105. 
29 Other high profile platonic relationships included Lorenzo de’ Medici’s love for Lucrezia Donati and Giuliano 
de’ Medici’s love for Simonetta Vespucci. For more on this, see Charles Dempsey, The Portrayal of Love: 



 158 

January 1475 and April 1476 (the other mission took place between July 1478 and May 1480), 

suggesting that Bembo might have links with the commission of Ginevra’s portrait if dated to 

the mid-1470s. The poems – six by Cristoforo Landino, who was briefly discussed in Chapter 

Two, four by Alessandro Braccesi and one by Naldo Naldi – celebrate this affair, but it is they 

are dedicated to Bembo and were probably commissioned by him. Moreover, unlike the 

archival documents that have been used to establish other details about Ginevra’s life, as 

poems, they cannot be regarded as factual. It is impossible to know anything about the 

relationship or, in fact, if it was even “real,” as Bryce points out.30 Similarly, John Walker 

notes that the Neoplatonic imagery of these poems is like a “distorting glass [that] makes the 

reflections of the lovers strangely unreal.”31  

 

A brief analysis of the poems shows that there is little that could be considered concrete 

evidence of the affair. In his fourth poem, which is dedicated to Bembo, Landino indicates that 

Ginevra and Bembo met at the house of a Florentine noble in 1475 and that Bembo was 

instantly taken with Ginevra: 

 

O how happy you are! O day (that a milk-white) gem would mark, one not (to be 
surpassed by your own) birthday, on which, Bembo, you were allowed to sit beside 
your lady, to play, and exchange a thousand kinds of wit. Come, tell me what pallor, 
what blushing and what fear took hold of you, what sound was on your trembling lips, 
when in the midst of your host’s home, though you had no such thought, the divine 
Ginevra met you; and when she made a brief and modest reply to your greeting, a rosy 
warmth appeared on that snow-white face.32  

 

These few lines reveal many typical elements of Petrarchan poetry, a genre that centres on a 

beautiful and virtuous (chaste) woman and that was particularly popular in Florence at this 

time. The celebration of where the lovers first met is characteristic of the genre, as is the lack 

of concrete evidence about when or where this event really occurred. The poem proceeds to 

praise Ginevra and her accomplishments: “When she played, she graced the game. When she 

spoke, you would swear that the Graces were shedding words from their own lips.” Alongside 

what Leonard Wilson Forster, who establishes the elements of Petrarchan poetry, terms the 

“external” elements of the poem, the “internal” elements of the model are developed.33 These 

elements are the expressions of the man in love, the nature of love and the effects of love. 
                                                                                                                                                    
Botticelli's Primavera and Humanist Culture at the Time of Lorenzo the Magnificent (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1992); Adrian W. B. Randolph, Engaging Symbols: Gender, Politics, and Public Art in 
Fifteenth-Century Florence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002). 
30 Bryce, "Ginevra de' Benci," 137. 
31 Walker, "Ginevra de' Benci," 3-4. 
32 Trans. John F. C. Richards for Walker, "Ginevra de' Benci," 32. 
33 Leonard Wilson Forster, The Icy Fire: Five Studies in European Petrarchism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1969), 8. 
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These are expressed through Bembo’s “blushing,” “fear” and trembling lips” to the more 

hyperbolic: 

 

Tell me then, what flames were then renewed in your heart, and with what fires, alas, 
did love burn you? But you will never say; for he is warmed by a small fire, Bembo, 
who can say how great his love is. 

 

Art historians, such as Walker and Fletcher, have used these poems in their reconstruction of 

Ginevra’s biography and their interpretations of her portrait. Interestingly, despite his 

observation noted above, Walker uses these poems to speculate that Ginevra was in love with 

Bembo and, moreover, that the relationship may have been more than a platonic love affair. 

Certainly the poems speak of Bembo’s passion for Ginevra, and Ginevra’s love for Bembo is 

also noted, although less emphatically. Landino and Braccesi also describe Ginevra’s tears 

over Bembo’s departure when he returned to Venice in 1480. For Walker, the portrait must 

have been created around this time and is a reflection of Ginevra’s reaction to the end of a 

“disastrous love affair.”34  

 

Yet these poems cannot be taken as evidence of Ginevra’s true feelings, as Walker has 

assumed.35 The poems are unusual in the Petrarchan tradition in that they are not the 

expressions of the poet himself.  Typically, the poem is the expression of the poet’s love for 

his subject. In this case, however, it is not Bembo writing the poems. Rather Landino, Braccesi 

and Naldi are writing on behalf of Bembo. Walker contends that Bembo commissioned these 

poems in 1480 and, as such, the poems remain an expression of Bembo’s love for Ginevra.36 

This gives us some insight into how the poems may be interpreted in relation to Ginevra, the 

subject. Generally, Petrarchan poetry is a psychological poetry in which the poet reflects on 

his own emotions. In no circumstances, however, are the emotions in the poem assumed to be 

the emotions of the subject. It is more likely that they actually reflect the emotions of the poet 

or, in this case, the patron.  

 

Jennifer Fletcher uncovered further evidence to suggest that the affair was a historical reality.37 

In particular, she observed that the emblem on the reverse of Ginevra’s portrait was Bembo’s 

personal device, which decorated his manuscripts as well as the Tomb of Dante at Ravenna, 

which Bembo commissioned.38 In investigating the symbolic significances of the various parts 

                                                
34 Walker, "Ginevra de' Benci," 6. 
35 Ibid., 4. 
36 Ibid., 3-4. 
37 Fletcher, "Bernardo Bembo," 811-16. 
38 Ibid., 811. 
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of the emblems, Fletcher also notes that the motto on the back of Ginevra’s portrait starts with 

the same word, “Virtutem,” as Bembo’s own motto, “Virtus.”39 For Fletcher, this is Bembo’s 

way of satisfying, in Landino’s words, Ginevra’s desire for “the distinguished name of an 

adopted house; and when two letters have been changed in her family stock, her name, which 

once was Bencia, will be Bembia.”40 While Walker had puzzled over the significance of this 

phrase, Fletcher argues that the motto on the reverse “bears all the marks of Bembo’s 

sophisticated humour”41 and that he must have been intimately involved with the portrait. She 

contends that he may have given it to Ginevra as a gift.42 

 

Fletcher’s discovery that the wreath on the verso of the portrait (figure 3) was Bembo’s 

personal emblem inescapably links him with Ginevra’s portrait in a way that the poems do not. 

In addition, it suggests an interpretation of the portrait that acknowledges the differences of 

Ginevra’s portrait from marriage portraits and offers an alternative solution: the portrait of a 

beloved. Because a portrait of a beloved necessarily did not commemorate the rituals 

associated with marriage, such an interpretation went some way to explaining the lack of 

marriage accessories in the portrait. Fletcher’s interpretation gained even greater recognition 

when a technical examination of the portrait revealed that the motto had originally been the 

very same as Bembo’s and had later been modified. Examination of the portrait with an infra-

red camera revealed that originally the inscription had read “Virtu…Honor” before it was 

changed at some point to the current inscription (figure 39). For scholars such as David Alan 

Brown, this consolidated the Bembo connection, although he proposes that the front of the 

portrait commemorates Ginevra’s marriage and the back, her relationship with Bembo.43  

 

Garrard more recently suggested that the connection between Ginevra and Bembo may not be 

so straightforward, however. She does not agree that it is a logical conclusion that Bembo was 

involved with the commission of the portrait. In particular, she points out that “Virtue and 

Honour” was rather a generic motto and, moreover, that the Bembo family had no known 

connection with the motto at the time Ginevra’s portrait was painted.44 While she 

acknowledges Fletcher’s findings that the emblem of the laurel and palm is found in the 

margins of several manuscripts owned by Bembo, she argues that there is no proof that he 

                                                
39 Ibid., 812. 
40 Walker, "Ginevra de' Benci," 37. 
41 Ibid., 4; Fletcher, "Bernardo Bembo," 812. 
42 "Bernardo Bembo," 813. 
43 Brown, Origins of a Genius, 119-21. 
44 Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 37. 



 161 

adopted this emblem before the 1480s.45 In a systematic analysis of all of Bembo’s 

manuscripts, Garrard has been able to establish that none of his manuscripts that were 

definitely acquired in the 1470s bears the laurel and palm emblem or the “Virtue and Honour” 

motto. She acknowledges, however, that there are about eight manuscripts which bear the 

motto, the emblem or both and where the date of acquisition is unknown or disputed.46 

 

While the uncertainty around these eight manuscripts might reduce the strength of Garrard’s 

argument, she has also established that the first definitive appearance of the “Virtue and 

Honour” motto in connection with Bembo is at Dante’s mausoleum in Ravenna, a monument 

that Bembo commissioned in 1482 during his service as the Venetian magistrate at Ravenna 

(figure 40).47 She notes strong visual similarities between the plaque that is now adjacent the 

tomb and the verso of the Ginevra portrait (figure 41).48 A laurel and a palm encircle a juniper 

sprig in much the same way as on the portrait reverse. Beneath this wreath is a scroll inscribed 

with “Virtue and Honour.” The only difference is the appearance of a roundel, which contains 

another motto, “His Non Cedo Malis” (I will not yield to misfortune) and is placed above the 

juniper, within the wreath. As Garrard observes, the similarities here definitively connect the 

two projects. However, the portrait must have preceded the tomb, given that the latest 

proposed date for the portrait is 1478.49 Based on this evidence, Garrard suggests that Bembo’s 

use of the emblem and motto began only after his association with Ginevra. She goes on to 

contend that they were Ginevra’s personal device, probably developed specifically for the 

portrait, and that Bembo subsequently made them his own.50 For Garrard, such an act 

amounted to the appropriation of Ginevra’s identity, something that Ginevra herself took issue 

with, consequently leading to a significant change in the reading of the motto.51 She suggests 

that the change took place between 1480 and 1481.52 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid., 38. The Appendix contains a complete list of the manuscripts with the motto and/or the emblem and 
further date information, as well as a list of the manuscripts acquired in the 1470s. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid., 40. 
49 Ibid. 
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Iconography: The Poet 

 

Building on Fletcher’s and Garrard’s work on the impresa of the verso of Ginevra’s portrait, I 

suggest that these elements make a strong statement about Ginevra’s role and success as poet 

as well as marking a significant development in the representation of learned virtue. The 

impresa of a juniper sprig in a wreath of laurel and palm entwined with the motto “Virtutem 

Forma Decorat” on the reverse of Ginevra’s portrait is set against a red porphyry background. 

Moreover, I would like to present this impresa as an emblematic portrait of Ginevra that 

complements the image on the front and conveys additional information about the sitter. Hills, 

Brown and Nuttall point out that painted reverses, some with an arboreal rebus, were common 

in Netherlandish portraiture, yet this appears to be the first such example, male or female, in 

Italian painted portraiture.53 It is my suggestion that this development relates specifically to 

Ginevra’s embodiment of an expanded definition of female virtue and that there were no 

existing conventions in fifteenth-century female portraiture through which to convey such as 

idea.  

 

This is demonstrated through a consideration of the changes that occurred in the development 

of the portrait reverse. Lippincott has argued that prior to the current impresa and the 

modification of the motto, Leonardo had conceived another idea for the portrait impresa. She 

proposes that his sketch of the Lady with the Unicorn (figure 42) at the Ashmolean Museum, 

Oxford, was a preliminary idea for the impresa of Ginevra’s portrait.54 Walker had already 

commented upon the similarity between Ginevra and the facial features of the woman in this 

drawing, suggesting that it was a preliminary drawing for the portrait itself.55 While Brown 

discounts this idea, he notes that its proportions are the same as those of the portrait before it 

was cut down to its current size, and he accepts Lippincott’s proposal.56 Certainly the three-

quarter pose of the woman in the drawing, her dress, her hair and her placement in the 

landscape show a marked similarity with the Ginevra. Even though it is a sketch, the shape of 

the woman’s face and her nose resemble Ginevra’s.  

 

Lippincott demonstrates that such a depiction on the reverse would have recalled the impresa 

on the Portrait Medal of Cecilia Gonzaga (1447) (figure 43) where the reverse shows a semi-

nude maiden with a unicorn in a moonlit landscape. Similarly, the reverse of Piero della 

                                                
53 Hills, "Leonardo and Flemish Painting," 615; Brown, Virtue and Beauty, 146, note 8; Nuttall, From Flanders 
to Florence: The Impact of Netherlandish Painting, 1400-1500, 224. 
54 Lippincott, "The Italian Impresa," 73. 
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Francesca’s painted Portrait of Battista Sforza (figure 44) also shows the sitter with unicorns 

in a landscape, although this time the unicorns pull the cart on which the sitter is shown riding. 

In both of these reverses, the emphasis is very much on chastity as, according to medieval lore, 

only a virgin could tame a wild unicorn.57 This would have brought Ginevra’s portrait in line 

with contemporary female portraiture and yet the fact that it was not executed suggests that 

this was not seen to adequately represent Ginevra’s assumption of learned virtue.  

 

Indeed, Lippincott demonstrates the ability of the impresa to convey something about the 

character of a person became one of its key functions as it developed in Italy.58 Sixteenth-

century theorists defined the impresa as a bi-partite concetto made up of the image and the 

motto, but Lippincott argues that it was more flexible in the fifteenth century and that it 

appears throughout the century in various forms: as a free standing motto, a text-less image 

and a combined image and motto.59 The use of the impresa was equally wide ranging. It could 

be created as an occasional piece, invented and used for a specific occasion or it could be used 

as a personal device throughout the bearer’s life or it could be a familial image. What is 

particularly significant, however, is the close relationship that developed between the impresa 

and the portrait in Italy. Rather like the portrait, the impresa was imported into fifteenth-

century Italy as part of the Italian fascination with the Northern courts. The potential of their 

complementary relationship seems to have been quickly realised; right from the beginnings of 

Italian portraiture, the impresa could form an important element.  

 

Lippincott contends that the first imprese in Italy were found on portrait medals and that the 

first was either the winged eye that appears on Leon Battista Alberti’s self-portrait medal 

(figure 45), or the reverse of Pisanello’s first portrait medal of Leonello d’Este (figure 46), 

both of which date to the period 1438-1444.60 She goes on to note that irrespective of which 

was ‘first’, both derive from the early humanist spirit of the Ferrarese court. On the reverse of 

Leonello’s medal is a three-faced putto that represents Calliope, the muse of epic verse, 

framed by armour crowned with laurel. Lippincott argues that the choice of Calliope was 

particularly appropriate for a humanist prince who strove for a place amongst the heroes of 

classical history and myth.61 Similarly, Alberti’s winged eye is a reminder to be vigilant and 

circumspect; Alberti himself described the image as a symbol of God’s omniscience.62 

                                                
57 Virtue and Beauty, 119. 
58 Lippincott, "The Italian Impresa," 49-76. 
59 Ibid., 65. 
60 Ibid., 66.  
61 Ibid., 68. 
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Lippincott points out that although the meanings of these early medals are more obscure than 

some of the meanings of later imprese, this was not intentional.63 Right from the outset, the 

impresa was seen to add something additional to what could be conveyed about the sitter. On 

the one hand – or side – there is the sitter’s likeness and on the other, there is the impresa, 

which became a way of conveying something about the sitter’s virtues, his essence or his 

ambitions. Significantly, however, when this came to women, the impresa had previously only 

encompassed the conventional virtues of chastity and beauty, as the above examples 

demonstrate. 

 

I suggest that in moving beyond these tropes for the impresa of Ginevra’s portrait, we gain 

further insight into how the expansion in the definition of female virtue could be represented 

in portraiture. What is more, the concern with conveying additional information about the 

sitter’s character, might also explain the changes to the motto in the final version of the 

impresa, whether or not the change related to Bembo’s assumption of Ginevra’s device. It 

seems unlikely that the impresa was included solely because it belonged to Bembo and was a 

way of commemorating the platonic relationship. Lippincott emphasises that the very essence 

of the impresa was that it added something about the sitter’s virtues, and it seems incongruous 

that the original impresa, even with its emphasis on chastity, was set aside for something that 

did not reveal anything of the sitter’s character.  

 

Certainly the final impresa with the updated motto reveals substantially more about the sitter’s 

character and virtue than the preliminary conception and also the original painted impresa with 

the more generic “Virtue and Beauty” inscription. Garrard’s analysis of the choice of words in 

the new inscription emphasises that there is much greater depth of meaning in the new 

inscription. As she demonstrates, the subtleties conveyed through “forma” and “decorat” 

indicate that they were chosen specifically for their ability to convey more than the simple 

topos that is seen on other contemporaneous portraits of women, such as the epigram in 

Ghirlandaio’s Giovanna degli Albizzi Tornabuoni (figure 16): “Art, would that you could 

represent character and mind. There would be no more beautiful painting on earth.” Adapted 

from the first-century Roman poet Martial, it repeats a topos that art cannot portray inner 

character.64 The original motto, then, might have functioned in quite a similar way to the initial 

conception of the painted reverse that emphasised chastity. In contrast to Giovanna’s epigram, 

Garrard suggests that Ginevra’s modified motto reads, “her virtue is appropriately represented 
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by her beauty.”65 What is particularly significant for my argument, however, is the use of the 

word “virtutem.” Garrard contends that it may not refer to virtue’s usual female association 

with chastity but instead evoke the masculine virtù with its association with learning and 

culture.66 When this term is viewed within the context of contemporary declarations of female 

virtù, by both male and female writers that were explored in Chapter One, I agree that the 

motto makes a strong statement about Ginevra’s embodiment of traditionally male virtues. The 

use of virtutem demonstrates the extent to which Ginevra can be associated with the 

redefinition of female virtue particularly through her engagement with vernacular poetry. 

 

In fact, the modified motto itself is actually the beginning of a poem. Shapley credits George 

Joseph Siefert for observing that “Virtutem Forma Decorat” is the beginning of a hexameter.67 

This has not been noted by Garrard or any other source but it is crucial to my argument. For 

Siefert, as a literary scholar, this identification determines the way in which the modified 

motto should be translated but I suggest it is also of particular significance for interpreting the 

portrait and asserting Ginevra’s centrality to the portrait’s verso. I believe it calls into question 

Fletcher’s contention that Bembo may have written the line himself.68 Although it is only a 

short line, the hexameter format was not simple and Bembo was not a poet. As has been noted, 

he commissioned other poets to write the verses celebrating his affair with Ginevra.  

 

Ginevra, on the other hand, was a poet. While it is not apparent who invented the new motto, I 

contend that Ginevra herself should be considered a possible candidate. Garrard considers a 

number of possibilities: that it could have been Leonardo, who did not know Latin well, or 

Ginevra or Ginevra’s brother, Giovanni, both of whom probably knew Latin, or a combination 

of the three of them.69 Given that none of Leonardo’s other portraits contain mottos, it seems 

unlikely that was solely Leonardo’s invention. Even without knowing definitively the reasons 

behind the motto change, I would argue that Ginevra alone could be responsible. She had a 

reputation as an accomplished poet, the portrait was already finished and Ginevra on her own 

could well have come up with this short but sophisticated and multi-layered line, particularly 

given that the ideas she expresses are reflected in the writings of a small group of her 

contemporaries. Perhaps we have not one, but two, surviving lines of her poetry.  
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It is within this context that I suggest that Ginevra herself possibly also invented, at least in 

part, the emblem of the palm and laurel wreath encircling the juniper on the reverse of her 

portrait. As Elizabeth Cropper has noted in her study on idealisation in Renaissance women’s 

portraits, Petrarch’s beloved, Laura, says to him in a vision in sonnet 359 of the Canzoniere, 

“The palm is victory and I when still young conquered the world and myself; the laurel means 

triumph, of which I am worthy, thanks to that Lord who gave me strength.”70 Given Ginevra’s 

own poetry and her association with the circle of Florentine intellectuals, it seems highly likely 

that Ginevra would have known these words spoken by Laura. It is my suggestion that the 

inclusion of both the palm and the laurel, along with the homophonic juniper, were chosen for 

their reference to poetry in general but more specifically to this phrase. It is a way for Ginevra 

to make a further poetic statement in her portrait. Ginevra, referred to by the juniper, has 

attained the laurel and the palm through her own poetry. She is victorious and she is worthy of 

recognition as a poet.  

 

I propose, then, that the impresa on the back of the Ginevra makes specific reference to 

Ginevra’s assumption of nascent virtues, specifically her ambition as a female poet and the 

virtù she has reached through her poetry. The representation of these nascent virtues on the 

portrait’s reverse is telling. Although it is not known where Ginevra’s portrait was located – or 

even whose possession it was in – it can be assumed that the reverse would have been seen 

only by a fairly limited audience. Those who saw the front would not necessarily have seen the 

reverse and it seems likely that those who did see the reverse knew Ginevra and/or would have 

appreciated the virtues celebrated in the impresa. In this way, the meaning conveyed about the 

sitter fulfils exactly the function of an impresa, conveying a richness of meaning totally 

original to female imprese. 

 

Although it is impossible to know who drove the changes to the impresa, I believe that it is 

significant that these changes draw attention to Ginevra’s embodiment of nascent virtues 

instead of conventional ones. While the expansion of female virtue to include erudition was 

still a relatively new concept, Ginevra’s portrait demonstrates that it made up an important part 

of her character. This in turn gives a sense of Ginevra’s agency. Even if the reverse was only 

seen by a limited audience, to interpret it solely in relation to Ginevra’s relationship with 

Bembo – whatever it may have been – is to deny these rich, additional levels of meaning that 

relate directly to what is known of Ginevra. While these meanings are not necessarily overt, 
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this too was in keeping with the way an impresa functioned. They would have been recognised 

by those close to the sitter who were viewing the portrait.  

 

At the same time, however, this characterisation of Ginevra as erudite poet must be viewed 

within the context of the whole portrait. There are a number of other elements in the portrait 

that demonstrate her embodiment of the more standard feminine virtues, thus making her 

embodiment of nascent literary virtue more acceptable. This is done specifically by 

highlighting Ginevra’s piety. As mentioned above, Garrard argues that Ginevra was affiliated 

with Le Murate and wears a scapular to demonstrate this. She thus connects Ginevra’s portrait 

with a context of piety. It is my contention that there are several other elements of the portrait 

that reflect Ginevra’s connection with the convent thus demonstrating that it is through the 

lens of learned virtue that we need to interpret her portrait.  

 

 

Understanding Ginevra as a Historical Personage 
 

Le Murate was established as the pre-eminent convent in Florence under the unusually long 

tenure of Scolastica Rondinelli, which began when she was elected in 1439 and ended at her 

death in 1475. Lowe, in particular, has demonstrated that Le Murate was famous for a number 

of reasons but especially because a number of its nuns were scribes in the fifteenth century and 

beyond.71 Significantly for my purposes, this appears to have been established by the 1470s, 

when a project was undertaken to build a scriptorium that held ten writing cubicles. In 

addition, Lowe also highlights that the key figures in the convent’s foundation were known for 

their extreme piety alongside an unusual independence.72 This combination of piety, 

independence and literacy is important for explaining the appeal of Le Murate to a group of 

powerful lay women, including Ginevra de’ Benci, who came to be closely associated with the 

convent from the 1470s. The women, known as commesse, occupied an unusual position at the 

convent and understanding their role gives some insight into Ginevra as a historical personage.  

 

Ginevra does not feature extensively in the convent’s chronicle but it is significant that she is 

mentioned specifically on two occasions. She is first mentioned in relation to a group of 

commesse, who had taken the Benedictine habit at their deaths and are buried together at the 

convent. The commesse are buried in a tomb reserved specifically for them that is separate 

from the nuns’ tomb.  
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In addition, many gentlewomen joined our congregation, wishing to share more fully 
in the merits of religion, spontaneously taking the Benedictine habit at their death and 
joining the college while donating almost all their alms to support God’s servants. 
They wished to be buried in our church in the sepulchre designated for such commesse. 
These include Madonna Cosa Capponi, wife of Bartolomeo Lenzi; Madonna Nofria 
Ubaldini, sister of Sister Caterina – fourth abbess; Madonna Lena Mannelli nee 
Capponi; Madonna Cosa Cambi, wife of Andrea Cresci; Madonna Gostanza Albizzi, 
wife of Piero del Benino; Madonna Ginevra di Amerigo Benci; Madonna Isabella 
Bardi, wife of Francesco Scala; Madonna Caterina di Giovanni, who was raised here. 
Also, the most excellent Lady Caterina Sforza, daughter of the Duke of Milan; Lady 
Argentina Malaspina […]; Madonna Simonetta Bartolini, wife of Francesco Adimari, 
and, last, Lady Leonora Cibo […]. There was also Madonna Antonia, the convent’s 
gardener for many years, who died here during our times.73  

 

Lowe defines commesse, or corrodians, as older, married women and widows who periodically 

or permanently lived in a convent without becoming nuns.74 It appears that most commesse 

integrated into the community of professed nuns while simultaneously retaining secular 

connections. As such, they represented a violation to enclosure regulations that stipulated that 

no lay person should be admitted into a convent unless the convent required their assistance.75 

Professed nuns undertook to avoid unnecessary contact with lay people within the convent 

itself. Certain areas of a convent were accessible to lay people but other areas were reserved 

for the professed. The walls of Le Murate underscored the importance of enclosure for the 

nuns who were known as “the walled sisters.” Yet Weddle demonstrates that even if the 

architecture of Le Murate spoke of religious enclosure through its “seemingly impermeable 

architectural façade,” the reality was quite different.76 Commesse, patrons and the families of 

the nuns had much greater access than what might be is expected, given the rules of enclosure. 

There appears to be a paradox whereby the ideology of enclosure was perceived to be 

maintained, particularly through the architecture, even if it was circumvented in practice.77 Yet 

even if the church objected to the overlap between the secular and the religious, commesse 

appear to have played an important role in the life of some convents, as is demonstrated by 

Giustina’s detailed accounts of the role and contributions of some of the commesse.  
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Indeed, Lowe points out that while commesse could be a feature of any convent, Le Murate 

made the practice of accepting corrodians “almost a hallmark of the institution” and notes that 

the social status and financial standing of the commesse at Le Murate set the convent apart.78 

Yet the very existence of these women challenges our assumption that patrician women were 

destined either for marriage or the convent in the Renaissance. While it was accepted that 

young girls might go to a convent for their education before they were married, as was 

discussed in the Introduction and as was the case for Ginevra, and that married women might 

enter a convent after they were widowed, there is an assumption that a married woman would 

have had no cause to enter a convent. Yet these women were in the remarkable, and surely 

relatively unique, position of being able to move between palace and convent, seemingly as 

they wished.  

 

A case in point is Leonora Cibo (1523-1594), who, significantly for my argument, was also 

recognised as a poet and highly educated.79 Although she was at the convent after Ginevra had 

died, she provides some insight into the role that Ginevra may have played at the convent and 

also indicates that the convent might have held a particular appeal for women who engaged 

with the nascent paradigm of the woman writer. Giustina covers her in more detail than 

Ginevra, probably because their time at the convent overlapped and Giustina would have 

known more about her. Leonora spent a number of separate periods of her life at Le Murate, 

the last of which coincided with Giustina. Initially, Leonora was sent to the convent to receive 

her education. She spent seven years there until she left to marry Count Gian Luigi Fieschi of 

Genoa in 1543 when she was almost twenty. When her husband was killed in 1547, her family 

sent her back to the convent. Leonora left to marry again, this time to Gian Luigi (known as 

Chiappino) Vitelli in 1549. The chronicle notes that Vitelli almost always lived in Florence, 

except when he was away on military missions. At those times, Leonora “chose to stay here, 

as if it were her own family house. She did this whenever the occasion arose.”80 When her 

second husband died in 1575, Leonora returned more permanently to the convent, although 

she had the option of leaving three times a year.81 She remained at the convent as a commessa 

until her death in 1594 and was buried in Le Murate at the foot of the Trinity.  
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Giustina describes Leonora’s daily life at Le Murate as simple and in keeping with the lives of 

the nuns. “[E]ven if she stayed here in the secular habit, [she] behaved in a superior manner. 

Lady Leonora came to the choir on feast days and weekdays to celebrate our offices.”82 When 

recounting Leonora’s death, Giustina further emphasises her devotion: 

 

[A] wise and prudent lady, whose spirit was so elevated and adorned with rare and 
excellent qualities, especially in the things of God, on which she was always most 
intent. With her beautiful intelligence (bella intelligentia), she recited every passage of 
the divine letters, even the difficult ones […]. From her girlhood she was adorned with 
a most noble and generous spirit and a valiant love of God, seen in the diligent 
contemplations she continually made on heavenly things, during which, with the quiet 
of her face, she showed satisfaction, nourishing her soul with this delicate food. She 
engaged in this activity the majority of her life […]. She spent her life in this way, as 
an exemplar to the whole city, because she lived with such Christian religiosity that she 
showed her goodness. In addition, she had chosen for so long to sequester herself and 
retire in the cloister with most grave observance and mature habits […].83 

  

Given that prayer and the celebration of divine office were the two essential duties of any nun, 

as pointed out by Lowe, Giustina seems to emphasise the extent to which Leonora lived as 

nun, even though she had not taken the habit. 84 Yet she also makes a point of noting Leonora’s 

intelligence. It is her piety in combination with her intelligence and her own assumption of the 

paradigm of the writing woman that makes her a relevant comparative figure with Ginevra. 

Again, we see a woman writer presented according to the ideal of learned virtue and 

significantly, this later example also had an ongoing relationship with Le Murate, moving in 

and out of the convent. 

 

The example of Leonora indicates that some women might very well have occupied both 

spaces throughout their lives. That commesse appear to have had a level of personal autonomy 

in exercising their connection with Le Murate, could have made it appealing to Ginevra, who 

appears to have operated with a similar level of autonomy in her engagement with literary 

culture in the second half of the 1470s. Indeed, the other reference to Ginevra indicates that 

her relationship with Le Murate was one that she participated in actively:  

 

We have always been affectionate toward this family, as they have continually placed 
someone here so that, to date, there have been six religious women, and they were the 
most reverend mothers. These were in addition to the two gentlewomen who associated 
with our congregation during their lives and in death. One of these was the already 
mentioned Caterina, placed here as a girl by her father, Giovanni, and raised by our 
mothers as has been said; she was later the wife of Piero Vespucci. The other was 
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Ginevra, the daughter of Amerigo and wife of Luigi Niccolini, who, before her death, 
wished to take our habit and be buried among the other commesse in our Church.85  

 

Although brief, this reference indicates that Ginevra’s relationship with Le Murate was not 

simply the result of her education at the convent as a young girl or her family’s long-standing 

connection to the convent. The connection between the Benci family and Le Murate dated 

back to the 1430s when Ginevra’s grandfather’s began his patronage of the convent, which has 

been studied by Holmes. In particular, she establishes that he was the first major patron of the 

convent.86 The was continued both by Ginevra’s father, Amerigo, who built a cell for Ginevra 

to use, as part of a larger building project he funded in the 1460s, when she went to the 

convent to receive her schooling. The quote also indicates that Ginevra’s aunt, Caterina, had 

an important relationship with the convent and, indeed, elsewhere Giustina writes that 

Caterina “was beloved by the whole convent and the abbess [Scolastica] kept her as her own 

daughter.”87  In fact, the chronicle states that Caterina was actually raised at the convent.88 

Caterina’s mother, Ginevra de’ Peruzzi, had died when she was a young girl, leaving Giovanni 

to raise nine children.89 The strength of the bond between Scolastica and Caterina, and 

between Caterina and the convent, is demonstrated in one particular anecdote. When 

Scolastica needed a patron to approach the city to acquire the street that divided the convent, 

the chronicle recounts that it was both Scolastica and Caterina who approached Giovanni to 

ask him to act on the convent’s behalf. 90 Strocchia makes the observation that life as a boarder 

“transformed some girls into stakeholders at these institutions” and contends that Ginevra’s 

aunt, Caterina de’ Benci, was one such example.91 Certainly the chronicle emphasises 

Caterina’s bond with the convent and it also gives her an active role in encouraging her 

father’s patronage. I suggest that such a case can also be made for Ginevra and that the 

evidence for this is in her portrait by Leonardo as well as a slightly later portrait of her, 

Lorenzo di Credi’s Portrait of a Young Woman (c.1480) (figure18).  

 

 

 
 

                                                
85 Niccolini, The Chronicle, 90-91. 
86 Holmes, "Giovanni Benci's Patronage," 114-34. 
87 Niccolini, The Chronicle, 86. 
88 Ibid., 90: One of these was the already mentioned Caterina, placed here as a girl by her father, Giovanni, and 
raised by our mothers as has been said […]. 
89 Holmes, Fra Filippo Lippi, 283. 
90 Niccolini, The Chronicle, 86: [T]ogether the two of them asked her father to offer some help for the convent’s 
development.  
91 Strocchia, "Taken into Custody," 191. 



 172 

Picturing the Commessa 

 

I agree with Garrard’s suggestion that Ginevra assumed the scapular when she left Le Murate 

to marry Luigi Niccolini and that this is represented in her portrait with Leonardo.92 In 

building on this, I suggest that there are additional elements in her dress that present her as a 

commessa and that explain some of the more puzzling elements of her modest presentation. 

Rather than being marked with her husband’s impresa, Ginevra is marked by her affiliation to 

Le Murate, the leading convent in the city and the most significant site of Benci devotion. 

Scholars have noted the simplicity of Ginevra’s dress, bar the gold thread that decorates its 

neckline. I would suggest that this gold thread might be another way of indicating Ginevra’s 

connection with Le Murate. The convent was widely known for producing and selling high 

quality gold thread during Lent and Giustina mentions this practice in her chronicle.93 Le 

Murate’s thread production was so famous that when Pope Leo X visited the convent in 

February 1516, the Bishop of Caserta, who accompanied the Pope, had arranged that the nuns 

would give a special demonstration of their ability to “spin gold,” even though it was not 

Lent.94 

 

As Lowe points out, making gold thread was the domain of guilds in fifteenth-century 

Florence, but the nuns who were the daughters of goldbeaters may well have taken the skill 

into the convent with them.95 The thread itself was used for sewing, weaving cloth or other 

decorative work, such as fringes or borders.96 While it could be used in items such as church 

vestments and altar cloths, Lowe observes that nuns were also encouraged to sew clothes for 

their families and fellow churchmen.97 With this in mind, it is possible that the gold thread that 

borders the edge of Ginevra’s gamurra was made by the nuns of Le Murate and possibly even 

embroidered by one of them. Lowe cites the examples of Queen Leonor of Portugal and 

Lucretia Cibo, both of whom received embroidered gifts from the nuns. She speculates that 

other female patrons probably received such gifts.98 If Ginevra had assumed the role of 

commessa when she left the convent to marry, it is possible that she might have received such 

a gift. Or Ginevra might have purchased the thread from the convent and had it embroidered. 

It is even possible that Ginevra herself stitched it after acquiring it from the convent. Both gold 

                                                
92 Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 43. 
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thread manufacturing and embroidery were considered “noble” activities in various Italian 

cities, and if Ginevra had learnt either or both skills in the convent she might have used them 

to embellish her own dress.99 Irrespective of who sewed the thread into the dress, it seems 

significant that in a portrait that is so strongly characterised by its lack of conspicuous 

consumption, the one detail that indicates social standing is something that was so closely 

linked with Le Murate. Although the origin of the gold thread can never be proven, the 

representation of Ginevra in a dress with a gold border would probably have emphasised 

Ginevra’s affiliation with the convent to contemporary viewers.  

 

The significance of the gold detail becomes even greater when considered within the context 

of the rest of Ginevra’s monachino-coloured dress. Frick argues that such a fabric was much 

more common among upper class women than extant portraits would lead us to believe. She 

contends that the elaborate dresses that are so often represented in female portraiture preserve 

“rare moments” in a women’s life – moments like marriage, when family honour was of much 

significance.100 She demonstrates that even though a huge amount was spent on dresses for the 

rituals associated with a young woman’s marriage, in subsequent years the expenditure was 

substantially less.101 For Frick, a much more likely picture of what a Florentine woman wore, 

even an upper class woman, can be seen in Botticelli’s Portrait of a Woman in the Galleria 

Palatina, Florence.102 This woman is shown wearing a plain gamurra of the same monachino 

colour as Ginevra’s gamurra. Extracts from ricordanze or log books support Frick’s 

contention. An example of the cloth purchases from Neri di Bicci’s Ricordanze between 1453 

and 1461 demonstrates the different fabrics purchased and the price paid for them.103 On 15 

April 1454, Neri records a purchase of 15 braccia of monachino fine for a cioppa (sleeved 

over gown) for his wife Costanza.104 The price is listed as five florins per canna. In 1455, some 

panno mostavoliere is purchased for a cioppa for Costanza to wear at home and it costs even 

less than the monachino fine at two and a half florins per canna.105 In comparison, some of the 

silk velvets with gold or silver threads, seen in the marriage portraits such as Woman with a 

Man at a Casement (figure 7) discussed in the Introduction, could costs up to 20 florins per 

braccio.106 

                                                
99 Ibid., 321-24. 
100 Carole Collier Frick, "Dressing a Renaissance City: Society, Economics, and Gender in the Clothing of 
Fifteenth-Century Florence" (Ph.D., University of California, Los Angeles, 1995), 458. 
101 Ibid.; Dressing Renaissance Florence. 
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(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2008), 330-31. 
104 One Florentine braccio was 58.3 centimetres.  
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Yet even if a monachino garment was more ubiquitous amongst Florentine noblewomen than 

contemporaneous art would have us believe, Ginevra was at a stage in her life when the 

splendour of the trousseau would have been expected. Named after the colour of a monk’s 

robe, monachino was a colour that recalled the monastic environment and was generally 

thought suitable for older men and women, nuns, widows and funeral wear.107 Since Ginevra 

does not fit into any of the typical categories for wearing monachino, the choice to be 

represented in such a fabric must have been intentional, particularly as it is so dramatically 

different from the norm. I suggest that the decision to be represented in this way makes sense 

when considered within the context of Ginevra’s affiliation to Le Murate. The fabric of 

Ginevra’s gamurra was particularly appropriate for someone who inhabited a monastic 

environment as a lay person, as is demonstrated by a consideration of the trousseaux of girls 

who were placed in a convent. When a girl was placed in a convent before becoming a nun, it 

was marked by the same ritual exchanges that characterised a marriage, but with considerably 

less expense.108 Frick has compared bridal trousseaux with conventual trousseaux and observes 

that in the latter, there is no colour. Prior to professing, the clothing of these girls, or the fabric 

for their clothing, is coloured grey, black, white or brown.109  That is, their clothes were often 

the same colour as that in which Ginevra is represented. While Ginevra was resident in the 

convent, both in serbanza and as a commessa, it may have been a requirement for her to dress 

in a similar manner. That she is represented in such a way outside the walls of the convent is 

particularly telling, however. It may indicate the extent to which Ginevra chose to be affiliated 

with the convent especially when combined with the black stole and gold thread. 

 

There is one thing that separates Ginevra’s dress from true monastic dress, however. Monastic 

dress tended to be made of local woollen cloth and was often particularly coarse.110 There was 

a distinction between monachino grosso and monachino fine. Costume historians Roberta Orsi 

Landini and Mary Westerman Bulgarella identify the fabric of Ginevra’s dress as “rich, light 

wool” or monachino fine.111 Although its colour might be ordinary, it remains of a high 

quality. Fine woollen cloth was a luxury fabric in Florence.112 While silk was much more 

expensive than wool, it was not the sole choice of the patrician class. Florence was one of the 
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most important centres for the production of wool cloth in the Renaissance.113 As such, fine 

wool made up a substantial part of fabric purchases for any noble family. Silk production was 

a burgeoning industry in Florence, however, and by the first decade of the fifteenth century, 

the city was supplying countries as far afield as England and Turkey with silks, velvets, 

brocades, satins and taffetas.114 While fine wool was expensive, it was nowhere near as 

expensive as silk. As such, wool was not the fabric of choice for the Florentine nobility when 

it came to the most public occasions. Silk was a potent sign of status and, as discussed in the 

Introduction, it became one of the defining characteristics of a female marriage portrait, as we 

have seen in Ghirlandaio’s Giovanna degli Albizzi Tornabuoni (figure 16).  

 

In relation to Ginevra’s portrait, the fabric of her dress perhaps indicates the extent to which 

she straddled boundaries. Although her fine woollen dress may not be as potent an indicator of 

status as a silk dress, it nevertheless speaks of her place within the Florentine nobility, as does 

the very fine silk coverciere that covers her neckline and shoulders. Conversely, the colour of 

the dress that Ginevra wears, and the simplicity of its cut, seems to draw attention to her 

affiliation with the monastic environment, an association that is possibly further stressed by 

the inclusion of the black scapular and gold thread. Although elements such as these may seem 

somewhat obscure references to Ginevra’s piety, they fit in with what contemporary sources 

tell us about her personal piety. While the original location of Leonardo’s Ginevra remains 

unknown, it seems likely that those who saw it would have known of her faith and would have 

understood the significance of details such as these in relation to her character and the virtues 

that she wanted to emphasise in her portrait.  

 

 

Another Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci?  

 

Garrard has contended that there is further visual evidence of Ginevra’s connection to Le 

Murate in another portrait that is heavily indebted to Leonardo’s Ginevra, Lorenzo di Credi’s 

Portrait of a Young Woman (figure 18).115 An inscription on the back of this work reads 

“Ginevra de Am…Benci.” Walker has noted that the inscription is “so reinforced” that it is 

difficult to date but that the letters may be either of the fifteenth or sixteenth century.116 Yet 

despite the near or even exact contemporaneity of the inscription to the portrait, which is dated 

c.1480, there is little consensus amongst scholars about the identity of the sitter and much of 
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the recent scholarship on the work has focused around this issue. Walker and Garrard contend 

that the sitter in this work is also Ginevra de’ Benci, but a number of other scholars disagree.117 

Most recently, Fahy has suggested that the portrait “probably does” represent Ginevra.118 

 

The majority of the debate focuses on visual evidence but even though there is a general 

consensus amongst scholars that Lorenzo di Credi is indebted to Leonardo’s Ginevra in terms 

of the composition of the picture – a comparison that is even more pronounced when the x-

rays of Lorenzo di Credi’s portrait are considered – it seems impossible that there will be any 

resolution about the sitter based on the visual evidence alone.119 Garrard has noted one source, 

however, that potentially throws further light on the situation. She quotes W. R. Valentiner, 

who reported that Lorenzo di Credi’s painting was “originally in the convent of the 

Annunciata, Florence, whence it passed into the possession of Marchese Simone Pucci (1482-

1522), in whose family it remained until recently.”120 The statement appears to have been 

largely overlooked by scholars, probably because Valentiner offers no substantiation for his 

argument. It is possible, however, that he was relying on a family oral history to establish the 

provenance, given that it appears to have passed into the Pucci family around the time of 

Ginevra’s death in c.1520 and only left their collection a decade before Valentiner wrote the 

catalogue entry for the portrait. Certainly there are some significant implications to 

Valentiner’s comment that are worth exploring further in light of Ginevra’s connection with 

Le Murate. 

 

As Garrard observes, Santa Maria Annunziata was the official name of Le Murate but, before 

the chronicle established Ginevra’s relationship with the convent, a portrait of her at the 

convent would not have made sense.121 She contends that there is further primary evidence to 

suggest that this portrait of Ginevra may coincide with her first retreat to the convent. Lorenzo 

de’ Medici wrote his two sonnets to Ginevra at around the same time but, again, they have not 

been fully understood by literary historians who were unaware of Ginevra’s connection with 

Le Murate. Sonnet CXLIX reads: 
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As Lot fled with his family from the city 
which was consigned by divine justice to the flames, 
his wife, looking back at the just and terrible punishment, 
took of salt immobile form. 
 
Wondrously, you have fled the city 
which is aflame with every vice; 
know, gentle spirit, that you should never 
turn your gaze back to it. 
 
To rescue you the divine Good Shepherd 
leaves the flock, O stray lamb,  
finds you, and takes you gladly in his arms. 
 
Already at the portal, Orpheus lost Eurydice 
all but free, by turning to her. 
Therefore turn you never back toward hell.122 

 

Similarly, sonnet CL reads: 

 
Follow, devout spirit that fervour 
which divine goodness inspires in your breast; 
follow where the voice of the Shepherd softly calls, 
O lambkin, and draws you. 
 
In this your newly devoted ardour 
are no suspicion, disdain, envy, or anger. 
Assured hope to the highest good aspires, 
Peace and sweetness and gentle repute. 
 
If in tears and sighs you sometimes sow 
in this your blessed madness, 
sweet and everlasting will the harvest be. 
 
“Populi meditati sunt inania.” [Acts 4:25: ‘Why do the nations rage and the peoples 
plot in vain?’] 
Let them talk. Sit and listen to Jesus, 
O new citizen of Bethany.123  

 

These sonnets present a starkly different Ginevra to the Laura-esque Ginevra presented in 

Landino and Braccesi’s poems discussed earlier. They do not deal with the typical tropes of 

virtue, beauty and devotion but speak of a renewed spiritual intensity. Addressed to Ginevra, 

both refer to her as a lamb that is being rescued by the Shepherd, a clear reference to Jesus. 

The second speaks of “fervour,” a “newly devoted ardour” and encourages her, this “new 

citizen of Bethany” to embrace the godly life. However, both sonnets, but particularly the first, 

have a darker undertone. The image of Lot fleeing his burning city is a parallel for Ginevra, 
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who flees her city, which is “aflame with every vice.” Finally, she is urged not to turn back to 

hell.  

 

Literary scholars have classified these sonnets as falling firmly within Lorenzo’s religious 

poetry, and several have noted that they are addressed specifically to a girl about to enter a 

convent. Sturm-Maddox argues that the sonnets were “written to praise her [Ginevra’s] recent 

decision to enter monastic life.”124 Similarly, Martelli also contends that the sonnets were 

written when Ginevra became a nun.125 More recently, Bernard Toscani has also observed that 

the poems are addressed to a girl about to enter a convent.126 He argues, however, that the 

subject to whom Lorenzo dedicates his sonnets must be another Ginevra de’ Benci because the 

Ginevra of Leonardo’s portrait was still married to Luigi Niccolini and therefore could not 

have become a nun. He considers three other Ginevras that were connected with the Benci 

family and registered in the catasto of 1480, and concludes that the sonnets were most likely 

addressed to Ginevra di Bartolomeo di Giovanni de’ Benci.127  

 

Yet it is highly unlikely that Lorenzo dedicated his sonnets to another Ginevra de’ Benci. 

Given the connections between Ginevra’s natal and marital families with the Medici, which 

were noted in Chapter Two, as well as Ginevra’s engagement with Lorenzo’s intellectual 

circle, it seems probable that the Ginevra in Leonardo’s portrait is the same Ginevra to whom 

Lorenzo wrote these sonnets, as Garrard has suggested.128 The chronicle provides the missing 

link in establishing that Ginevra de’ Benci did, in fact, have a connection with a convent. It 

confirms that even though Ginevra was not a nun at the convent, she was a commessa there. 

Until this piece of documentary evidence was uncovered, it has been not been possible to 

explicitly connect the connotations of religious retreat in Lorenzo’s poems with Ginevra. Yet 

now the connection has been made, Sturm-Maddox, Martelli and Toscani’s arguments indicate 

that this might have been the first substantial retreat that Ginevra made to Le Murate as a 

commessa.  

 

The decision to make such a retreat appears to have been prompted by some event in 

Ginevra’s life. What that event was has been open to a number of interpretations by modern 

scholars. Möller argued that Ginevra fled the city because she was scandalised by the 

                                                
124 Sturm-Maddox, Lorenzo de'Medici, 131. 
125 Martelli, "Il Mito d'Orfeo nell'età Laurenziana," 23-24. 
126 Toscani, "Lorenzo, the Religious Poet," 85-103. 
127 Ibid., 92-94. The other Ginevras that Toscani considers are Ginevra di Niccolò Capponi, the wife of Francesco 
di Giovanni de’ Benci, and Ginevra di Donato di Giovanni de’ Benci.  
128 Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 44. See note 66 in Chapter Two, which details the familial connections between 
the Medici, the Benci and the Niccolini. 
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behaviour of her aunt, Bartolomea Nasi, who was infatuated with Lorenzo.129 Walker, on the 

other hand, posits that Ginevra has retreated in despair over her relationship with Bembo, 

which had become a “disastrous love affair.”130 Garrard, while acknowledging that Bembo 

might be part of the reason, suggests something quite different to Walker’s dramatic and 

somewhat romantic interpretation, and proposes that Bembo’s manipulation and appropriation 

of her identity might have been a more likely cause of her retreat.131 Bryce is more vague but 

nevertheless questions whether the sonnets reflect some kind of moral transgression – actual or 

potential – or misdirected loyalty.132 At the root of all of these interpretations is the consensus 

that Ginevra was in some kind of distress and in need of retreat. While this might have been 

the case, it is very difficult to speculate about the cause. I suggest that it is more fruitful to 

consider what the poems reveal about Ginevra’s own agency. It appears that the retreat is 

Ginevra’s own decision, irrespective of what may have caused it. In addition, the poems 

continually highlight Ginevra’s piety while the various biblical and classical references 

bespeak her erudition and her learning. She is again situated in a context of learned virtue.  

 

It is certainly not outside the realms of possibility that there might have been a portrait of 

Ginevra at Le Murate. As I will show, there are records of portraits of other patrons, both male 

and female, at the convent. Giustina mentions only one in the chronicle, a portrait of Caterina 

de’ Medici. It could be that Giustina considered it the most significant of the portraits at the 

convent or, perhaps more likely, is that it was recorded so that Caterina’s image was 

remembered in conjunction with her patronage.  Indeed, the portrait is mentioned specifically 

when Giustina discusses her substantial donation of land to the convent. She speaks of “our 

desire for a portrait of Her Majesty […] for [the] perpetual memory of this great and singular 

benefactress of our convent.”133 Giustina’s narration of the circumstances surrounding the 

commissioning of the portrait is somewhat confused which may indicate that, in general, the 

recording of independent portraits of patrons fell outside of what Giustina was seeking to 

commemorate in the chronicle. Her description of the portrait as “sculpted by a Florentine 

painter” is ambiguous but it indicates the various changes that the commission underwent.134  

Both Lowe and Weddle have studied the correspondence between Caterina and Francesco I, 

her agent for the commission, and demonstrated that although the portrait was originally to be 
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a sculpted portrait of Caterina, it became too difficult and in the end she sent a painted portrait 

to hang on the wall of the church.135 

 

There are two interesting points to note in relation to the original commission of Caterina’s 

sculpted portrait: she wanted to be presented, kneeling, in a niche in the church and she 

wanted the sculpture to be black marble, except for the hands and face, which were to be white 

marble.136 As Weddle notes, there are no precedents for either kneeling sculpted portraits or 

the use of black marble in Florentine portraiture.137 While the choice of pose can be explained 

by the use of kneeling sculpted portraits in Caterina’s marital country of France, it seems 

likely that the choice of black marble for the figure of the sculpture might be related 

specifically to the context of Le Murate.138 The choice of a black dress would mean that the 

sitter would have been presented in a similar manner to the sitter in Lorenzo di Credi’s portrait 

who is also dressed in black. It should be noted that the black dress in Lorenzo di Credi’s 

portrait is a later addition; the x-rays of the portrait reveal that the dress was originally a lower 

cut gamurra, similar to the one worn in Leonardo’s Ginevra, although it is not apparent what 

colour the original dress was.139 While that dating of this change is unknown, the fact that it 

occurred suggests that the choice of black dress was a conscious decision. As with the 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni (figure 1), the dark colour of the dress has been related to the sitter’s 

widowhood, but it is possible to argue that the use of black was more nuanced than this.140 It is 

particularly significant to my argument that the nuns of Le Murate wore the black habit of the 

Benedictines, given that the choice of black cloth appears to have a conscious decision in both 

Lorenzo di Credi’s portrait and the intended sculpted portrait of Caterina. The choice to be 

presented in black dress in portraits that were intended to be located in Le Murate may have 

been a way for these women to demonstrate their close ties with the convent and its 

inhabitants.  

 

Although Giustina mentions no other portraits in the chronicle, there are nevertheless other 

records of further portraits at the convent, at least one of which dates to the fifteenth century, 

at around the time a portrait of Ginevra could have been placed there. In particular, a votive 

portrait of Lorenzo de’ Medici is related in a letter from Goro Gheri to Baldassare Turini da 
                                                
135 Weddle, "Enclosing Le Murate," 341-43; Lowe, Nuns' Chronicles 373-75. It is not known what became of this 
portrait when the convent was suppressed. Lowe has studied various inventories that were made at the time of 
suppression and has found two possible references to the portrait that indicate it could have been taken away by 
the state (374-75). 
136 Weddle, "Enclosing Le Murate," 341. 
137 Ibid., 342-43. 
138 Ibid. 
139 Andrea Bayer, ed. Art and Love in Renaissance Italy (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2008), 283. 
140 Weddle, "Enclosing Le Murate," 343; Bayer, Art and Love, 283. 
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Pescia, Pope Leo X’s datary, on 7 December 1516. According to Gheri, who was writing after 

attending evening vespers at Le Murate, a “respectable citizen” had pointed out an image of 

the Virgin Mary facing the altar and said that there used to be an image of Lorenzo the 

Magnificent there. Lorenzo had dedicated this image when “gripped by fierce gout” but Piero 

Soderini had ordered it to be removed in an attempt to try to extinguish Lorenzo’s memory 

from the convent.141 Although there is little in the way of corroborating evidence, Lowe argues 

for the veracity of the story.142 She notes that votive images of wax or silver were at their peak 

in the later fifteenth century and that Vasari recorded other votive images of Lorenzo.143  

 

Lorenzo had become the principal patron of Le Murate after the death of Amerigo Benci. He 

had funded the rebuilding of the laundry, the kitchen and its anteroom, which had been 

damaged by fire in 1471 and, in addition, he added a loggia, a balcony and two dormitories.144 

What is significant about Lorenzo’s patronage here is that he  

 

did not wish to place his arms anywhere, choosing to hide this liberal, generous act of 
charity from human eyes, preferring it to remain vivid in the divine mind to ensure that 
receive the heavenly prize from that great benefactor, for the love of whom he always 
wanted to support the convent.145 

 

Given his wish for his patronage to remain anonymous, it seems somewhat incongruous that 

Lorenzo would later install a votive portrait in Le Murate. Kent has argued, however, that 

Lorenzo’s patronage of Le Murate was his first example of architectural patronage and that 

because he was a young patron, he may have decided not to display his arms.146 Further, Kent 

suggests that Lorenzo may have increased his reputation for piety, assuming that word would 

have gotten out about his generosity.147 It was perhaps also a way for Lorenzo to subtly gain a 

more direct foothold in a neighbourhood that had traditionally been anti-Medicean.148 Thus, it 

may have made sense for Lorenzo’s initial benefaction at Le Murate to be anonymous. Once 

his position at Le Murate was more firmly established, he may have introduced the votive 

                                                
141 Archivio di Stato di Firenze, Copialettere di Goro Gheri, I, 173v. Quoted and translated in K. J. P. Lowe, 
"Patronage and Territoriality in Early Sixteenth-Century Florence," Renaissance Studies 7(1993): 262. 
142 Ibid., 265. 
143 Ibid., 265-66; Nuns' Chronicles 373. 
144 Niccolini, The Chronicle, 109. Francis W. Kent, "Lorenzo de' Medici, Madonna Scolastica Rondinelli e la 
Politica di Mecenatismo Architettonico nel Convento delle Murate a Firenze," in Arte, Committenza et Economia 
a Roma e nelle Corti del Rinascimento, ed. Arnold Esch and Christoph Luitpold Frommel (Turin: Einaudi, 1995), 
353-82 has described Lorenzo’s patronage at Le Murate in greater detail. 
145 Niccolini, The Chronicle, 110. 
146 Kent, "Lorenzo e Scolastica," 361. 
147 Lorenzo de' Medici and the Art of Magnificence (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 65. 
148 Ibid., 66. 
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image of himself in the most public part of the convent, as he had done at other sacred sites in 

the city, to draw attention to his ties to the convent. 

 

While it is unlikely that a portrait of Ginevra would have served the same purpose as one of 

Lorenzo de’ Medici, the episode is nevertheless important for demonstrating that there was a 

precedent at Le Murate for portraits of those with a close association with the convent. In fact, 

it appears that as time went on, there were portraits of women at Le Murate who are now 

largely unknown to us. In an eighteenth-century copy of the chronicle held in the Archivio di 

Stato di Firenze, a marginal note mentions two further portraits:  

 

[T]he portrait of Francesca Cortigiani Peruzzi is that which is located above the door 
that gives onto the garden from the salotto, which she put in the hallway leading to the 
room beside the sala, which corresponds to what was previously called the via de’ 
Bentaccordi. And that [image] of the other woman, which is on the door opposite, is 
the portrait of Giovanna Mannelli […] wife of Gherardo Peruzzi, her [Francesca 
Cortigiani Peruzzi’s] son.149 

 

This copy of the chronicle dates to 1758 and notes such as these perhaps seek to provide 

further information that was not in Giustina’s chronicle. In this case, Giustina mentions 

Francesca Cortigiani only in passing as someone who saw Saint Michael when she was a girl. 

That there was a portrait of her in the convent is not mentioned at all. The later comment 

served to connect Giustina’s anecdote with an artwork in the convent and ensure the history 

was not lost. It is significant in that it demonstrates that there were women who were 

connected with Le Murate who, although they may not have played particularly prominent 

roles in the day-to-day life of the convent, still sought to be connected with it and remembered 

there. Even if the portrait were misidentified, such a notation also indicates that portraits of 

women connected with the convent had become were part of Le Murate’s fabric. They may 

not have been particularly common but they did exist. Within this context, it is not 

inconceivable that a commessa with substantial family ties to the convent, not to mention a 

family cell, could have had a portrait at Le Murate. It could perhaps have set a precedent for 

these later portraits of women at the convent.  

 

If Lorenzo di Credi’s portrait does represent Ginevra and if it was at Le Murate in the 

sixteenth century, it could indicate that Ginevra spent increasingly more time at the convent. 

Luigi Niccolini, her husband, died in 1505. It is probable that she spent increasing periods of 

time at Le Murate until she ultimately took the habit and was buried there with the other 

commesse. This kind of retreat, as a widow, would have been perfectly in keeping with what 
                                                
149 Niccolini, The Chronicle, 59 note 30. 
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was expected of Florentine widows. Möller’s observation that there is no record of Ginevra’s 

death in the death register for the city is significant for indicating the extent to which Ginevra 

had retreated from a public role within Florence by the time of her death. While Möller 

suggests that she died in the country, Giustina’s reference to Ginevra in the chronicle, quoted 

earlier, suggests that she must have died at the convent.150 It seems likely that there may have 

been a record of this in the first volume of the convent’s “Book of Lives and Deaths” but this 

disappeared at some point after 1670.151 

 

Yet even if in this final part of her life, Ginevra’s position was more in keeping with what was 

expected of patrician women, her relationship with Le Murate during the period in which her 

portrait by Leonardo was painted was considerably more exceptional. I have suggested that it 

represents a young woman who is best understood through her embodiment of learned virtue. 

While the reverse of the portrait makes an explicit connection with her assumption of more 

masculine virtues, this is tempered in the portrait itself through an emphasis on her piety, 

modesty and chastity. Through a close reading of the chronicle as well as by looking at other 

examples of secular women who had a relationship with the convent, it is possible to gain 

much more insight into Ginevra’s personal piety than has been previously attempted. This 

reveals a patrician woman who appears to have played an active and ongoing role in her faith. 

While there remain uncertainties about when Ginevra was at Le Murate, I contend that there is 

enough evidence to consider that her active and ongoing connection with the convent a 

certainty. Moreover, the space that she carved out for herself as a commessa demonstrates 

considerably more agency than has previously been attributed to her.  

 

In this regard, Ginevra’s role as a commessa sets her aside from her contemporaries. While she 

embodies the existing virtue of feminine piety, she appears to have done so by crossing the 

typical boundaries between palace and convent during her married life and, as such, she defies 

easy categorisation. This connection with Le Murate was potentially one that enabled Ginevra 

to embrace greater autonomy and intellectual freedom than is traditionally associated with 

Florentine women. Leonardo suggests this dichotomy through his juxtaposition of a modestly-

dressed sitter who engages us with her challenging stare. He emphasises her relevance as a 

historical person who challenged existing paradigms, as can be seen in the extant line of 

poetry as well as the modified motto that was painted onto the verso of the portrait. This was 

                                                
150 Möller, "Ginevra dei Benci," 199-200. 
151 Lowe, Nuns' Chronicles 72-73. The extant second volume indicates that the first volume covered the period 
17 October 1400 to 4 February 1628 and included records of 16 commesse as well as the records of 641 professed 
nuns and 89 lay sisters who entered the convent between these dates. There is an assumption that the register has 
been lost or stolen but Lowe contends that the register is probably in private hands (73).  
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not to be a portrait of a woman who simply conformed to the paradigm of a Florentine 

noblewoman but one that is in keeping with the poetic paradox of Ginevra’s self-

characterisation explored in Chapter Two. Indeed, the double-sided portrait highlights that 

Ginevra’s virtue embraces both what was expected (piety) and what was not (masculine virtù 

and erudition). In doing so, it represents a development in the way in which learned virtue 

could be represented in portraiture. That the portrait itself seems to encompass this sense of 

paradox is a fitting testament to a woman who embraced the ideal of learned virtue in its 

earliest phase.  

 

Leonardo’s role in establishing a format for representing an expanded paradigm of female 

achievement in female portraiture is particularly significant as the figure of the vernacular 

writing woman starts to move beyond Florence and take hold in the northern Italian courts in 

the 1480s. Mirroring the movement of vernacular literary culture from Florence to Milan, 

Leonardo is one of a number of Florentine letterati, including the humanist Cristoforo Landino 

and the poet Bernardo Bellincioni, who also make this move.  In situating himself in Milanese 

learned circles, he is well positioned to take on the portrayal of Cecilia Gallerani in c.1490. As 

will be explored in the following chapter, that representation of learned virtue and the writing 

woman draws extensively on the examples of Ginevra and Lucrezia, while further developing 

the format in relation to a Milanese context. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Learned Virtue at Court: Leonardo’s Portrait of Cecilia Gallerani 

(c.1490)  
 

Scholars are agreed that there is compelling evidence to identify the sitter of Leonardo’s Lady 

with an Ermine (figure 4) as Cecilia Gallerani (1473-1536). Known for being the mistress to 

Ludovico Sforza, regent of Milan, prior to and during the first years of his marriage to 

Beatrice d’Este, Cecilia, like Ginevra, is less visible to us as a historical personage than 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni. As I explored in Chapter Two, however, literary historians Cox and 

Finotti have positioned Cecilia as one of a group of writing women at the court of Milan in the 

1490s and beyond. Although there is no extant work by Cecilia, the sixteenth-century writers 

Bandello and Calmeta demonstrate that Cecilia was an active participant in literary circles and 

that she hosted her own literary gatherings after her marriage to Count Ludovico Carminati de 

Brambilla, known as Bergamino, in 1492. In addition, they demonstrate that Cecilia was 

proficient at writing in both the vernacular and Latin. In considering the use of Latin, I 

observed that the paradigm of the writing woman underwent some transformation to align her 

with her courtly context.1 Indeed, Cox positions Cecilia as one of four women who were the 

inspiration for Castiglione’s ideal court woman that is considered in Book Three of Il 

cortegiano.2 Art historian Garrard also suggests that Cecilia may have been a model for 

Castiglione’s court lady.3 While this is significant for suggesting the extent to which the 

writing woman took on a higher profile in a court context, it also demonstrates the prominence 

of Cecilia’s involvement in informal intellectual circles in the 1490s.  

 

The work of literary historians is thus important for positioning Cecilia as an active historical 

subject, something that, as with Ginevra, has been missing from the large body of scholarship 

by art historians on Cecilia’s portrait, with the exception of Garrard’s consideration of the 

portrait in her article on Leonardo’s female portraits.4 Art historians have emphasised 

Leonardo’s innovations in the Portrait of Cecilia Gallerani, which further develop the changes 

                                                
1 However, it is worth noting that if Ginevra played a role in the transformation of her motto to Virtutem Forma 
Decorat, then she too was able to compose some verse at least in Latin. 
2 Cox, Women's Writing, 51. 
3 Garrard, "Female Portraits," 64. 
4 Garrard, "Female Portraits," 64-65. 
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seen in the Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci. While these unquestionably influence portrait 

conventions and painterly style, they have tended to relegate the sitter to a secondary position. 

Earlier art historians, such as Henryk Ochenkowski and Emil Möller recognised the need to 

understand Cecilia’s biography in order to situate the portrait accurately within Leonardo’s 

oeuvre, yet it is only relatively recently that the basic facts of her biography were established.5 

Janice Shell and Grazioso Sironi’s reassessment of the documentary evidence pertaining to 

Cecilia has been crucial for enabling scholars to marry Cecilia’s biography with Leonardo’s 

oeuvre.6 Their discovery of a transcription error in a nineteenth-century source enabled them 

to establish that Ludovico gave Cecilia the town of Saronno in 1491, rather than 1481, thus 

reconciling her biography with the art historical scholarship that suggested her portrait was 

painted in c.1490. While this is a significant step in placing Cecilia at the centre of 

interpretation of her portrait, I argue that there is still considerably more that needs to be 

understood of Cecilia to enable an understanding of her portrait as a document of a historical 

person.  

 

In particular, we find that knowledge of the sitter’s relationship with a powerful man has come 

at the expense of understanding Cecilia herself in relation to an interpretation of her portrait, 

as is the case with both Lucrezia and Ginevra. Cecilia’s relationship with Ludovico Sforza has 

become the predominant discourse for interpreting her portrait. Art historians consistently 

propose that in representing a mistress, Leonardo was not constrained by portrait convention 

and was able to be innovative in his presentation of Cecilia. Most recently, for example, Luke 

Syson has argued that Leonardo used this portrait as a vehicle for finding new ways of 

presenting men and women “with a social and moral standing higher than that of il Moro’s 

mistresses.”7 Syson implicitly recognises that there was a need to expand the ways in which 

women in particular could be presented yet, in relating Cecilia’s portrayal to her role as 

mistress, he overlooks the body of sixteenth-century documents, explored in Chapter Two, that 

celebrate Cecilia as much more than Ludovico’s mistress and position her as a paradigm of 

conventional feminine virtue, including the all-important female virtue of chastity.  

 

Indeed, it is the application of the ideal of chastity to Cecilia’s portrait that art historians have 

found particularly problematic. Stefan Weppelmann, Joseph Manca and Carlo Pedretti, for 

instance, argue that Möller’s recognition of the ermine as a symbol of chastity cannot be 
                                                
5 Henryk Ochenkowski and William Wright, "The Quartercentenary of Leonardo Da Vinci," The Burlington 
Magazine for Connoisseurs 34, no. 194 (1919): 186-203; Emil Möller, "Leonardos Bildnis der Cecilia Gallerani 
in der Galerie des Fürsten Czartoryski in Krakau," Monatshefte für Kunstwissenschaft IX (1916): 313-26. 
6 Janice Shell and Grazioso Sironi, "Cecilia Gallerani: Leonardo's Lady with an Ermine," Artibus et Historiae 13, 
no. 25 (1992): 47-66. 
7 Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 105. 
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applied to a portrait of a mistress.8 I draw on research by Timothy McCall and Helen Ettlinger 

to demonstrate that these interpretations do not consider the mistress from the context of the 

Renaissance court system. Ettlinger demonstrates that mistresses were an accepted part of 

court life, and McCall establishes that chastity did not have to be synonymous with virginity. 

Significantly for my argument, Ettlinger and McCall also observe that some mistresses were 

highly celebrated, achieving a degree of prominence and independence that is not normally 

associated with Renaissance women.9 McCall argues that mistresses were able to manoeuvre 

within the court system to realise some financial and political prominence and he specifically 

positions Cecilia as one of these women.10 Based on research by Shell and Sironi, he draws 

attention to the ways in which Cecilia was able to capitalise on the prominence afforded to her 

as Ludovico’s mistress, in her accrual of land and property as well as through the favours 

Ludovico bestowed on her family members.11  

 

While McCall considers Cecilia’s portrait briefly, he does not situate Cecilia or her portrait 

within the wider debate on female ability, despite acknowledging that she embodied both 

nascent and conventional feminine paradigms. Nor does he consider the prominence that 

Cecilia achieved in contemporary intellectual culture. I draw on his research to suggest that 

Cecilia established herself in courtly circles during the relationship with Ludovico so that she 

retained her cultural importance after the relationship ended. In doing so, the Cecilia should be 

interpreted not as a portrait of a mistress but within the context of the vernacular writing 

woman and the related figure of the ideal court lady. Garrard has similarly argued for moving 

the Cecilia out of the mistress portrait category and highlights her role in establishing the 

figure of the court lady. While she suggests that Cecilia’s intellectual accomplishments 

indicate that she was an early example of the emerging figure of the courtesan,12 I instead 

situate her accomplishments within the new model of the writing woman, as established by 

Cox and Finotti. I suggest that Cecilia’s portrait played a role in establishing this paradigm and 

making it tangible. As will be explored, Cecilia’s portrait achieved a level of fame that was not 

                                                
8 Christiansen and Weppelmann, The Renaissance Portrait, 73; Joseph Manca, "Wordplay, Gesture and Meaning 
in Leonardo's Cecilia Gallerani," Word & Image 24, no. 2 (2008): 133; Pedretti, "Gleanings," 234; Möller, 
"Cecilia Gallerani," 313-26. 
9 Helen S. Ettlinger, "Visibilis et Invisibilis: The Mistress in Italian Renaissance Court Society," Renaissance 
Quarterly 47, no. 4 (1994): 771; Timothy McCall, "Traffic in Mistresses: Sexualized Bodies and Systems of 
Exchange in the Early Modern Court," in Sex Acts in Early Modern Italy, ed. Allison Levy (Farnham and 
Burlington: Ashgate, 2010), 127.  
10 McCall, "Traffic in Mistresses," 130. 
11 Shell and Sironi demonstrate that from May 1489, there were a number of changes in the Gallerani family 
fortunes that suggest Cecilia was Ludovico’s mistress and that the family capitalised on this fact. At this time, 
Cecilia and her brothers petitioned for the return of family land holdings confiscated by the state after their 
father’s death. Cecilia’s eldest brother, Sigerio, was cleared of murder charges after Ludovico intervened. Two 
other brothers secured clerical posts. Shell and Sironi, "Cecilia Gallerani," 56-57. 
12 Garrard, "Female Portraits," 64. 
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the case for either the Lucrezia or the Ginevra. This is demonstrated by correspondence 

between her and Isabella d’Este where Isabella asks to borrow the portrait.  

 

As I will demonstrate, this correspondence has been well studied by art historians seeking to 

date Leonardo’s portrait or identify the sitter. Yet it is also significant for situating Cecilia 

amongst a wider group of court women who were concerned with the portrayal of learned 

virtue portraiture. In particular, I explore Isabella’s search for a likeness that could match the 

literary portraits in which writers celebrated her. I focus on Isabella’s portrait patronage as a 

vehicle for considering the role of portraiture within this circle of learned court women and I 

consider whether Cecilia herself may have commissioned her portrait from Leonardo. Evelyn 

Welch and Jacqueline Marie Musacchio first proposed this and I believe that it is plausible 

within the context of the learned court woman and the role that Cecilia played at Ludovico’s 

court.13 As I suggested in Chapter Two, Cecilia may have been a participant in the Academia 

Leonardi Vinci at the time her portrait was painted, as she had relationships with a number of 

figures in this circle including Ludovico, the poet Bellincioni and Leonardo himself. As with 

Lucrezia and Ginevra, Cecilia was an example of a woman who was recognised by her 

contemporaries for embodying an expanded paradigm of female virtue. It may have been 

possible that Cecilia was able to commission Leonardo within this environment and that this 

provides a further development in the establishment and dissemination of the paradigm of the 

writing woman.  

 

 

Developments in the Representation of Learned Virtue 

 

Significantly, Cecilia’s portrait has much in common with the earlier portraits of Lucrezia and 

Ginevra. She is presented in the three-quarter view and, like Lucrezia, her eyes remain averted, 

allowing the sitter to retain an element of modesty that was inherent in the profile pose. As 

with the Lucrezia, an emphasis Cecilia’s modesty would have provided a counter to some of 

the other innovations in the work. Similarly, it demonstrates the extent to which nascent 

feminine virtues needed to be presented within the accepted and expected in portraiture as well 

as in life.  As seen in the Lucrezia, the viewer’s attention is focused on Cecilia’s face, 

something that is further heightened by the dark background, although it needs to be pointed 

out that the thick black is a later overpainting. David Bull, a conservator at the National 

                                                
13 Evelyn Welch, Art and Authority in Renaissance Milan (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 256; 
Musacchio, "Wives, Lovers and Art," 33. 
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Gallery of Art, Washington, has established that the original background was a “medium tone 

bluish-grey, lighter on the right side of the figure and darker on the left.”14  

 

Unlike, Lucrezia, however, Cecilia’s face does not echo the positioning of her body. For the 

first time in male or female portraiture, the sitter is captured in motion, in a centrifugal 

movement, with her torso facing one way but her head turned in the other direction. There is 

no doubt that the sense of movement in the Cecilia differs drastically from contemporary 

portraiture norms. It represents a culmination of Leonardo’s detailed studies into anatomy. He 

studied the impact of different poses and the effect they had on a figure in his Sketches of the 

Head and Shoulders of a Woman (c.1489-90) (figure 47). Cecilia’s sharp, alert gaze and her 

expression, with the faintest smile, create the impression that she has turned to look towards 

something or someone unseen. Her pose is echoed, in reverse, by the ermine that she cradles in 

her arms. The dynamism of the pose is further heightened by the luminosity of the sitter’s 

skin, her face, hand and areas of her chest. These details highlight a life force and demonstrate 

how Leonardo’s studies, such as his Studies of Hands (c.1489-90) (figure 48) and his 

Anatomical Studies of the Human Skull (1489) (figure 49), enabled him to more accurately 

represent the human hand and head in paint. The portrait is imbued with dynamism previously 

unseen in Italian portraiture, leading art historians to characterise this as “the first modern 

portrait.” This phrase, which was first used by John Pope-Hennessy, has been repeated 

throughout the literature, as noted by Syson, and demonstrates the extent to which Leonardo’s 

work is seminal for developments in sixteenth-century portraiture.15  

 

As scholars have consistently observed, this is the first portrait in which Leonardo is able to 

convey what he called in his Notebooks “the motions of the mind” – the inner workings of the 

mind through an outward appearance. Yet, in arguing that it was Cecilia’s role as mistress that 

enabled Leonardo to work through these issues, scholars have overlooked the fact that it was 

Cecilia’s embodiment of an expanded female paradigm that necessitated such innovations. I 

suggest that Leonardo portrays Cecilia as embodying the same qualities for which her literary 

contemporaries celebrated her. The clarity of her gaze bespeaks her inquiring mind and 

indicates her reputation for erudition. While understanding “the motions of the mind” was a 

general concern for Leonardo and not related solely to this portrait, his application of these 

ideas to the Cecilia indicates his awareness that existing portrait conventions were not 

                                                
14 David Bull, "Two Portraits by Leonardo: 'Ginevra de' Benci' and the 'Lady with an Ermine'," Artibus et 
Historiae 13, no. 25 (1992): 77. 
15 Pope-Hennessy, The Portrait in the Renaissance, 3; Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 113. 
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adequate for representing women who embodied the expanded female paradigm, something 

that he would have been aware of in his earlier Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci (figures 2 & 3).   

 

It is notable that as with Lucrezia’s and Ginevra’s portraits, Leonardo’s innovations in 

portraying Cecilia are simultaneously made acceptable through emphasising the sitter’s 

embodiment of conventional feminine virtues. While Lucrezia and Ginevra’s portraits bespeak 

their piety, in the case of Cecilia, it is her chastity that is stressed. This is done primarily 

through the inclusion of the ermine, a traditional symbol of chastity. As was the case with 

Lucrezia and Ginevra, Cecilia’s embodiment of an expanded definition still needed to be 

balanced by the conventional female virtue of chastity as is defined by the term learned virtue. 

This is an important point because it demonstrates the importance of long-standing female 

virtues even in the court system, where women had a greater degree of autonomy than might 

have been the case for Lucrezia and Ginevra, as was explored in the Introduction and Chapter 

One. 

 

We see this, too, in her modest presentation. Although Cecilia is not dressed as modestly as 

Lucrezia and Ginevra, it is important to emphasise that her garments are considerably more 

modest than is found in contemporaneous Milanese portraits of women, which, as discussed in 

the Introduction, related to a marital context. The Portrait of Bianca Maria Sforza (figure 17), 

for example, shows the sitter in an elaborate silk brocade and encrusted with jewels. Cecilia is 

nonetheless represented in the height of Milanese fashion. She wears a red, “Spanish”-style 

dress that is embellished with black knots, also overpainted. It has a square necked bodice 

embroidered with gold knot patterns. Over her left shoulder, she wears a yellow-lined blue 

sbernia, a cape that was draped over one shoulder with an opening for that arm, while the rest 

fell down the back with the train looped over the back of the other arm – a detail that Leonardo 

has omitted here.16 The sbernia seems to have formed an important part of Cecilia’s wardrobe: 

Grazietta Butazzi has noted that Cecilia had 15 of these listed in the inventory of her dowry 

whereas Bianca Maria Sforza had just seven.17  Around her neck, she wears black beads that 

while ostensibly modest, were probably made of costly jet.18 Her hair is in the alla spagnola 

style, parted in the middle with two swathes circling the cheeks and then tied into a long 

straight braid known as coazzone. Cecilia wears two transparent silk bonnets, one of which 

ends in the delicate scalloped ribbon on her brow line and the other in the thicker black line 

                                                
16 Leonardo da Vinci, 112. 
17 Grazietta Butazzi, "Note per un ritratto: vesti e acconciature della Dama con l'ermellino," in Leonardo: La 
dama con l'ermellino, ed. Barbara Fabjan and Pietro C. Marani(Milan: Silvana Editoriale, 1998), 67. 
18 Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 112. 
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over her forehead. This second bonnet was tied under the chin, although subsequent repainting 

now gives it the appearance of hair.19  

 

I suggest that Leonardo represents these items not simply for the sake of vanity. The 

meticulous detailing of Cecilia’s costume indicates that she was very much at the centre of 

social as well as intellectual court culture. Indeed, her hairstyle and costume date the portrait 

very specifically to 1490s Milan and Ferrara, as has been demonstrated by Butazzi and 

Zdzisław Żygulski, Jr.20 Żygulski notes that her hairstyle in particular only arrived at the 

Milanese court in 1491, when Beatrice d’Este brought it with her from Ferrara.21 The sbernia 

had been worn in Milan since 1489 when Isabella of Aragon married Giangaleazzo Sforza and 

introduced the fashion from Naples.22 Cecilia’s representation in the height of new court 

fashion is fitting for someone who was seen as the epitome of a court lady. Her presentation 

demonstrates the central and prominent role she played Ludovico’s court, typifying 

Castiglione’s characterisation of the ideal court woman. Understanding her role at court is 

crucial to moving beyond an interpretation of the portrait as simply a portrait of a mistress. In 

seeking to demonstrate that she was embracing a new cultural ideal, that of the learned court 

lady, intertwined with the vernacular writing woman, Cecilia required a different means of 

presentation for her portrait. While the portrait has not received any art historical attention 

from this perspective, it is my contention that it is only through a consideration of Cecilia’s 

role in learned court circles that we are able to fully understand her representation as a learned, 

autonomous woman, who embraced the new idea of “woman as intellect.” 

 

 

Current Scholarship 

 

After a century of research, scholars are now in agreement that the sitter in the Lady with an 

Ermine can be identified as Cecilia Gallerani and that it was painted c.1489-1491.23 There is 

no known commission for Cecilia’s portrait and, as a result, much of the early scholarship on 

                                                
19 Syson notes that Leonardo edited out the little knot under her chin for the overall unity of the work, although it 
is still visible in infrared reflectology (113). 
20 Butazzi, "Note per un ritratto," 66-71; Zdzisław Żygulski, "Costume Style and Leonardo's Knots in the Lady 
with the Ermine," in Leonardo da Vinci: Lady with an Ermine, ed. Józef Grabski and Janusz Wałek (Vienna: 
IRSA, 1991), 24-27. 
21 "Costume Style," 25. 
22 Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 112; Butazzi, "Note per un ritratto," 67. 
23 It should be noted that the Lady with an Ermine was out of the public domain for a considerable amount of 
time. It seems to have disappeared from public knowledge in the sixteenth century and, although it was ascribed 
to Leonardo when Prince Adam Jerzy Czartoryski purchased it for his mother, the Princess Isabella, around 1800, 
it did not receive any scholarly attention until the end of the nineteenth century. From more information on the 
early display of the painting see Shell and Sironi, "Cecilia Gallerani," 47-48.  
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the Lady with an Ermine was focussed around the questions of authorship and dating, and on 

the identity of the sitter. By the 1920s, scholars generally agreed that the painting was by 

Leonardo.24 However, there has been less agreement about the identity of the sitter and the 

placement of the painting within Leonardo’s oeuvre, in part because what was known of 

Cecilia Gallerani, the portrait, and Leonardo did not fit neatly together. It is known that a 

portrait of Cecilia by Leonardo existed thanks to a poem by the Bernardo Bellincioni (1452-

1492) who wrote about the portrait. The Polish art historian, Józef Bołoz-Antoniewicz was the 

first person to make this connection, although his essay in Polish had a limited circulation.25 

An essay by Ochenkowski’s in 1919 brought Bołoz-Antoniewicz’s observation to the attention 

of English and Italian scholars.26  

 

Who stirs your wrath? Of whom are you envious, Nature 
Of Vinci, who has portrayed one of your stars; 
Cecilia, today so very beautiful, is she 
Whose lovely eyes make the sun seem dark shadow. 
 
The honour is yours, even if with his painting 
It is he who makes her appear to listen and not speak.  
Think only that the more alive and beautiful she remains –  
The greater will be your glory – in every future age. 
 
Give thanks therefore to Ludovico 
And to the talent [ingegno] and the hand of Leonardo, 
Who want to share her with those to come. 
 
Everyone who sees her thus, though too late 
To see her living, will say: this suffices for us 
Now to understand what is nature and what art.27 

 

The sonnet appeared in a posthumous edition of Bellincioni’s Rime in 1493; the poet had died 

in September 1492, which has given scholars something of an end date for the execution of the 

portrait.  

 

In addition, Adolfo Venturi and A. Luzio first found the 1498 correspondence between Cecilia 

and Isabella d’Este that documents the portrait’s existence.28 While both mention Leonardo as 

                                                
24 Ibid., 48. For a summary on the early arguments around attribution, see Ochenkowski and Wright, "The 
Quartercentenary," 186-91, and Carlo Pedretti, "La Dama dell'ermellino come allegoria politica," in Studi politici 
in orore di Luigi Firpo, ed. Silvia Rota Ghibaudi and Franco Barcia (Milan: 1990), 163-67. 
25 See Maria Rzepińska, "Some Questions About the Model for the Lady with an Ermine," in Leonardo da Vinci: 
Lady with an Ermine, ed. Józef Grabski and Janusz Wałek (Vienna: IRSA, 1991), 29. 
26 Ochenkowski and Wright, "The Quartercentenary," 186. The essay was also published in Italian. See Henryk 
Ochenkowski, "La Dama coll’Ermellino é una composizione di Leonardo da Vinci," Raccolta Vinciana X (1919): 
65-105. 
27 Trans. E. Villata, Leonardo da Vinci: I documenti e le testimonianze (Milan, 1999), 76-7, no.72c, quoted in 
Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 111. The original can be found in Shell and Sironi, "Cecilia Gallerani," 48-49. 
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the artist, neither Cecilia nor Bellincioni discuss the content of the portrait to provide a 

definitive consensus as to which Leonardo portrait is the one of Cecilia. On 26 April 26 1498, 

Isabella wrote to Cecilia asking if she can borrow the portrait, indicating that the portrait 

remained in Cecilia’s possession:  

 
Having seen today some fine portraits by the hand of Giovanni Bellini, we thought of 
the works of Leonardo and we wished we could compare them with these paintings, 
and as we remember that he painted your likeness, we beg you to be so good as to send 
us your portrait by this messenger whom we have dispatched on horseback, so that we 
may not only be able to compare the works of the two masters but also may have the 
pleasure of seeing your face again. As soon as we have made the comparison, [the 
portrait] will be returned to you....29  

 

Cecilia packed up the picture and sent it off with the messenger to Isabella on 29 April, with a 

letter of her own:  

 
I have read your Highness's letter, and since you wish to see my portrait I am sending 
it; I would send it with greater pleasure if it were more like me. But your Highness 
must not think that this is due to any defect in the master himself, for in truth I believe 
there is no painter equal to him, but only because the portrait was painted when I was 
very young. I have since then changed altogether, so much so that if you saw the 
picture and me together no one would imagine it could be meant for me. All the same I 
pray your Highness to be assured of my goodwill, not only in respect of the portrait but 
in any other thing I can do for you, as I am your devoted slave and commend myself to 
you a thousand times....30  

 

Cecilia remarks how she has changed since her likeness was painted but there is nothing in her 

comment to firmly link the portrait they discuss to the Lady with an Ermine. However, the 

iconography of the painting itself provides enough to identify Cecilia as the sitter, particularly 

the ermine.31 The creature is a highly unusual attribute, and scholars are in agreement that its 

purpose is symbolic. That the ermine’s morphology is partially fantastical, made up of several 

animals Leonardo drew at the time, including a bear’s head and dog paws, further supports this 

idea.32 Its central position and the way in which the sitter cradles it bespeak its importance.  

Charles J. Holmes was the first to note that the ermine was a pun on Cecilia’s family name in a 

similar manner to the juniper bush referring to Ginevra’s name in Leonardo’s portrait. Holmes 

made an editorial footnote in an article by A. Edith Hewett that the ancient Greek word for 

                                                                                                                                                    
28 Adolfo Venturi, "Nuovi documenti su Leonardo da Vinci," Archivio Storico dell'Arte 1 (1888): 45; A. Luzio, 
"Ancora Leonardo da Vinci e Isabella d'Este," ibid.5: 181. 
29 Trans. Shell and Sironi, "Cecilia Gallerani," 49. The original is included there.  
30 Trans. Shell and Sironi, "Cecilia Gallerani," 50. The original is included there.  
31 Shell and Sironi have demonstrated the futility of trying to identify Cecilia on the basis of other contemporary 
likenesses that may or may not have been Cecilia. For a brief summary of the earlier scholarship that has 
attempted to do this, see, 51-52. 
32 Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 113-20. 
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weasels, galée (γαλή), was very similar to Cecilia’s family name, Gallerani.33 Although 

Holmes noted this in 1907, Shell and Sironi comment that it was only after Giovanni Poggi 

cited him in 1919 that Holmes’ observation began to be taken into account.34 Given how 

common this kind of pun is in Renaissance portraiture, this was seminal in firmly identifying 

this portrait as Cecilia, and the identification came to be widely accepted over the following 

decades.   

 

At around the same time, scholars also began to establish that the ermine could be connected 

to Ludovico. Ochenkowski noted that Ludovico was sometimes called “L’Ermellino” (the 

little ermine).35 Further, he proposed that Leonardo referred to Ludovico by this nickname. In 

a long passage in Manuscript H, where he describes Ludovico, Leonardo writes “L’Ermellino 

con fango” (the little ermine with mud).36 Christian has since argued that this phrase does not 

refer to Ludovico but Ochenkowski’s argument is nevertheless regarded as important for 

emphasising the link between Ludovico and the ermine.37 Pedretti, in particular, has advanced 

Ochenkowski’s argument, contending that Ludovico took on the nickname “L’Ermellino” after 

the King of Naples invested him with the Order of the Ermine in 1488. He argues that 

Ludovico was proud of his decoration and identified strongly with it, taking on the ermine as 

one of his emblems just prior to Cecilia’s portrait being painted.38  

 

While it is therefore likely that the ermine refers to both Cecilia and Ludovico, this emphasis 

on the connection with Ludovico has come at the expense of exploring the sitter as an actual 

historical personage. In earlier scholarship, using what was then known of Cecilia’s life, it was 

assumed that Leonardo painted the portrait in the early 1480s, shortly after he arrived in 

Milan.39 Since the 1970s, however, a number of scholars have proposed a date of c.1490 for 

                                                
33 A. Edith Hewett, "A Newly Discovered Portrait by Ambrogio de Predis," The Burlington Magazine for 
Connoisseurs 10,  no. 47 (1907): 310. 
34 Shell and Sironi, "Cecilia Gallerani," 53. 
35 Ochenkowski and Wright, "The Quartercentenary," 191. 
36 Ibid. Scholars have noted other references that characterise Ludovico as L’Ermellino, even if it was not as 
ubiquitous as his other nickname, “Il Moro” or “The Moor.” Krystyna Moczulska notes a line by Bellincioni in 
which the poet refers to Ludovico by both of these nicknames: “Tutto ermellino e se ben un nome ha nero” (A 
spitting image of the ermine, though his name is black). See Krystyna Moczulska, "The Most Graceful Gallerani 
and the Most Exquisite γαλή in the Portrait of Leonardo da Vinci," Folia Historiae Artium 1(1995): 80.  The 
reference to the colour black refers to “Il Moro” and contrasts it with the ermine’s white fur. Carlo Pedretti has 
noted a similar play on words, also by Bellincioni in sonnet CXXVIII of the Rime where he refers to Ludovico as 
“Italico Morel, bianco Ermellino” (Italian Moor, white Ermine). See Pedretti, "La Dama," 169. 
37 Christian, "Leonardo's Lady," 35. 
38 Pedretti, "La Dama," 161-81. 
39 See, for example Ochenkowski and Wright, "The Quartercentenary," 191, although this dating appears to have 
been in circulation since Uzielli, Ricerche intorno a Leonardo da Vinci.  
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the work, based on stylistic analysis, technical examination and also costume study.40 Such a 

dating was incongruous with what was known of Cecilia’s life, as it was believed that she was 

at least twenty-five by this time, and Pedretti questioned whether she was the sitter after all.41 

The reassessment of the archival documents on Cecilia by Janice Shell and Grazioso Sironi 

has proved pivotal in establishing this date. As mentioned earlier, Shell and Sironi identified a 

transcription error that had previously led scholars to assume that Cecilia and Ludovico were 

lovers by 1481 and thus date the portrait to the early 1480s, during Leonardo’s first stay in 

Milan.42 This error was in a key document first discovered by Felice Calvi in 1881, in which 

Ludovico gifts the town and territory of Saronno to Cecilia.  Shell and Sironi note that Calvi’s 

dating of the document to 1481 was due to his use of an inaccurate copy made several 

centuries after the fact. They located another, contemporary, copy in a private archive in 

Saronno that dates Ludovico’s gift of Saronno to May 18, 1491 – two weeks after the birth of 

Cecilia and Ludovico’s son, Cesare.43 This discovery should be emphasised as it effectively 

reconciles Leonardo scholarship with Cecilia’s biography. It is now possible to move beyond 

this kind of scholarship to consider more about the portrait and the sitter herself, challenging 

some of the other long-standing assumptions that have permeated the scholarship.  

 

 
Iconography: Chastity 

 

As previously mentioned, the fact that Cecilia holds an ermine has complicated the 

interpretation of the portrait. Early in the literature, Möller noted that that the ermine was a 

symbol of purity, chastity and moderation.44 He linked it with Leonardo’s observations about 

the ermine in Manuscript H.45 In this manuscript, part of which is a Bestiario, Leonardo makes 

three observations on the ermine: “Moderation. The ermine, in its moderation eats only once a 

day and, in order to avoid sullying its purity prefers to be caught by hunters rather than escape 
                                                
40 A number of scholars have proposed this date based on stylistic analysis. See, for example, Cecil Gould, 
Leonardo, the Artist and the Non-Artist (Boston: New York Graphic Society, 1975), 70; Pietro C. Marani, "La 
Dama con l'ermellino e il ritratto milanese tra Quatto e Cinquecento " in Leonardo: La dama con l'ermellino, ed. 
Barbara Fabjan and Pietro C. Marani (Milan: Silvana Editoriale, 1998), 31; David Alan Brown, "Leonardo and 
the Ladies with the Ermine and the Book," Artibus et Historiae 11, no. 22 (1990): 50. David Bull’s stylistic and 
technical analysis dates the work to c.1490, see David Bull, "Two Portraits by Leonardo: 'Ginevra de' Benci' and 
the 'Lady with an Ermine'," ibid.13, no. 25 (1992): 67-83. Seminal work into Cecilia’s costume by Zdzisław 
Żygulski, Jr. has demonstrated that Cecilia’s costume cannot date to before 1489, see Żygulski, "Costume Style," 
24-27. 
41 Pedretti, "La Dama," 172-73. He goes on to argue that it is a portrait of Bianca Maria Sforza. Brown indicates 
that the dates do not quite marry but tends to assume the sitter is still Cecilia, see,  "Leonardo and the Ladies," 50. 
42 Janice Shell and Grazioso Sironi, "Cecilia Gallerani: Leonardo's Lady with an Ermine," ibid.13, no. 25 (1992): 
58. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Möller, "Cecilia Gallerani," 313-26. 
45 Ibid., 319. 
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into a muddy den.”46 Later on, he writes, “Moderation restrains all vices. The ermine prefers to 

die rather than be dirtied.”47 These statements demonstrated Leonardo’s knowledge of 

medieval bestiaries, particularly Florentine Fior di Virtù, a moralising work that was written in 

the early fourteenth century and republished in Venice between 1488 and 1491. Each chapter 

of the Fiore is made up of a definition and includes a comparison with an animal. The ermine 

is the example of moderation. According to the Fiore, the ermine  

 

never eats more than once a day and would never touch bad food. When it rains he 
never leaves his lair so as not to soil himself with mud. […] When hunters want to 
capture him they surround his lair with mud and as the ermine comes out, the 
immediately shut the entrance to his lair to keep him from going back. As he sees the 
hunter he flees. But coming to the mud, he lets himself be captured rather than smear 
his mantle.48  

 

In addition to these notes on the ermine, Möller also connected the ermine in the portrait to 

Leonardo’s allegorical drawing of an ermine being hunted (figure 50). In this drawing, we see 

the hunter has surrounded the ermine’s den with mud. The ermine is emerging and the hunter 

prepares to strike it while simultaneously blocking the creature’s access to its den. The 

drawing bears a close resemblance to both the written and drawn description of moderation in 

the Fiore, although a sense of imminent violence permeates Leonardo’s drawing. For Möller, 

these connections made the ermine an appropriate attribute for the mistress of a Renaissance 

prince.49  

 

Yet even recently scholars have discounted such an interpretation, arguing that chastity was 

not an appropriate virtue for a mistress. Stefan Weppelmann discusses the attribute of chastity 

in relation to the ermine and notes that such an interpretation “can hardly have been intended, 

given her role as il Moro’s mistress.”50 Joseph Manca also remarks that purity of the ermine is 

hardly an appropriate symbol for a mistress.51 Pedretti, too, contends that the virtue of chastity 

could not be applied to Cecilia, whom he characterises as a first-class prostitute.52 Marani, on 

the other hand, does not discount chastity as an appropriate virtue for Cecilia, but he argues 

                                                
46 HI fol. 12r; R 1234. Trans. Arturo Galansino, "Leonardo da Vinci, The Ermine as a Symbol of Purity and 
Moderation," in Leonardo da Vinci: Painter at the Court of Milan, ed. Luke Syson (London: National Gallery 
Company, 2011), 122, note 5. 
47 HI fol. 48v; R1263. Trans. Galansino, "The Ermine as a Symbol," 122, note 5. 
48 The Florentine Fior di Virtu of 1491, trans. Nicholas Fersin (Philadelphia: Edward Stern and Company for the 
Library of Congress, 1953), 109. 
49 Möller, "Cecilia Gallerani," 319. 
50 Christiansen and Weppelmann, The Renaissance Portrait, 73. 
51 Manca, "Wordplay, Gesture and Meaning," 133. 
52 Pedretti, "Gleanings," 234. Pedretti makes this argument in relation to a sonnet by Bandello where Cecilia is 
characterised by chastity. The poem will be discussed in depth later on. 
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that the ermine’s allusions to chastity can only stand if the work is dated to 1489 or before 

August 1490. After then, Cecilia would have been pregnant and therefore the qualities of 

moderation and purity would not apply.53  

 

These arguments against the sitter’s virtue and her chastity – or lack, thereof – stem from a 

much later value system. They do not consider the issue of chastity in the context of the 

Renaissance court system and nor do they consider how conventional virtues might still apply 

to a woman who occupied a less conventional role. McCall and Ettlinger have challenged this, 

however, demonstrating that these assessments of Leonardo’s portrait not seem to have 

understood the role and significance of the mistress at the Italian courts. McCall has argued 

that while Renaissance preachers and theorists expounded the ideal of chastity, often 

contrasting the faithful, chaste wife with the carnal, sinful mistress, in practice the boundaries 

were much less distinct.54 Ettlinger has similarly observed that the current understanding of the 

mistress misses the mark, particularly in relation to the court system.55 She argues that adultery 

was an integral part of the Italian court system, pointing out that the very fact we are able to 

identify princely mistresses and, moreover, the children they bore, indicates an altogether 

different social structure. She has documented princely rulers at Italian courts and begun a 

compilation of each ruler’s mistresses and/or his illegitimate offspring for the years 1350 to 

1485.56 Despite the complexities in documenting this information completely, such a list is 

inherently meaningful. It indicates that mistresses were able to bear their children openly and 

were not ostracised. Moreover, it implies what Ettlinger terms the “tacit cooperation” of both 

noble men and noble women.57 That many of these women were already married, or went on 

to marry, further indicates that in the courts, at least, the definition of socially acceptable 

behaviour for women – and the definition of chastity – in fifteenth-century Italy was not as 

uniform or as rigid as may have been thought.58 

 

Indeed, chastity was not necessarily synonymous with virginity. McCall argues that sexual 

honour was never individual and personal but closely bound up in familial honour.59 He 

demonstrates that families offered daughters, wives and sisters outside of marriage for 

financial gain and political opportunity. Significantly, he contends that the women were not 

                                                
53 Barbara Fabjan and Pietro C. Marani, Leonardo: La dama con l'ermellino (Milan: Silvana Editoriale, 1998), 
39. 
54 McCall, "Traffic in Mistresses," 125-36. 
55 Ettlinger, "Visibilis et Invisibilis," 770-92. 
56 Ibid., 786-90. 
57 Ibid., 770-71. 
58 Ibid. 
59 McCall, "Traffic in Mistresses," 127. 
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forced into these arrangements either.60 In return, mistresses received prominence and were 

rewarded with land, money and positions of influence for themselves and their family 

members.61 Based on the scholarship of Shell and Sironi, he points out that Cecilia’s brothers 

were granted various favours from Ludovico and that Ludovico gave Cecilia the rights to 

Saronno after Cesare’s birth.62 I would like to additionally highlight that in February 1491, 

Gian Galeazzo Sforza gave Cecilia agricultural land in the Pavese and a house in the centre of 

Pavia. It is likely that this was done at his uncle’s bidding. Pavia was a key site for the 

Milanese court and Ludovico clearly planned to keep Cecilia with him when the court 

travelled there. Similarly, Ludovico also appears to have started work on the refurbishment of 

the Palazzo Carmagnola, Milan in 1491. While this was ostensibly gifted to Cesare, Cecilia 

moved there in 1492 with Cesare after she married Bergamino and the affair with Ludovico 

was over. This marriage was a prestigious one for Cecilia, something that has not been 

considered by the art historians who argue that chastity could not be applicable to Cecilia. Yet 

Cecilia would not have been able to marry so well had she not been a paradigm of female 

virtue. The marriage appears to have provided the opportunity for a continuation of the social 

role that she had played in Ludovico’s court. Cecilia hosted literary gatherings at the Palazzo 

Carmagnola as well as at her and Bergamino’s other properties as was so vividly portrayed by 

Bandello when he wrote, 

 

There do men sing, there architects and painters limn, philosophers reason of things 
natural and poets recite their own and others’ compositions, so that whosoever 
delighteth to discourse or to hear debate of any question of art or letters or philosophy 
findeth food sortable unto his appetite, for that it is still in the presence of this 
illustrious lady discoursed of things pleasant, ingenious and charming.63  

 

This demonstrates a very different set of values to the ones that seem to be implicit in the 

majority of the recent scholarship on the portrait. Not only were mistresses an accepted part of 

court life, they were not considered unworthy of standard feminine virtues. Chastity, that is to 

say, sexual loyalty, was an expected virtue in a mistress, just as with any other woman. As 

such, there seems little doubt that this most basic of feminine virtues would have been alluded 

to in a portrait of a prince’s mistress. What is more, I believe that there is an iconographic 

precedent for the representation of such a virtue in a portrait of a mistress. That the virtue of 

chastity was expected in mistresses, just as with wives, is demonstrated by looking at the 

                                                
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid., 131. 
63 Bandello, The Novels, I, 271. 
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portrait medals of Isotta degli Atti (1432/3–1474). Scholars studying Leonardo’s Cecilia have 

not previously made this connection.  

 

Isotta degli Atti was arguably the most famous of fifteenth-century mistresses. By the age of 

thirteen, the mistress of Sigismondo Malatesta, the lord of Rimini, Fano and Cesena, Isotta is 

unique in that her lover eventually married her in 1456, after a decade-long affair.  Sigismondo 

was passionately in love with Isotta and was not reticent about proclaiming it, commissioning 

a series of poems and medals to commemorate their love.64 The medals he commissioned from 

Matteo de’ Pasti are significant in a consideration of Cecilia’s portrait because there are a 

number of iconographic parallels that have been previously overlooked. Of particular 

significance is an elephant on the obverse of one of the medals (figure 51), which created a 

complex symbol related to Isotta’s portrait. The elephant was a favourite Malatesta device, 

signalling regal strength and fame that confers immortality.65 It was also, however, a 

traditional symbol of piety and chastity.66  

 

I believe that the ermine functions in a very similar way in Cecilia’s portrait. Like the 

elephant, it is multi-layered in its meaning, referring to the sitter as well as her lover while 

continuing to embrace the symbol’s traditional reference to chastity. Jacqueline Marie 

Musacchio and Krystyna Moczulska have added a further dimension to the meaning of the 

ermine with their observations that the ermine had a number of very specific feminine 

associations in fifteenth-century Italian art, relating not only to chastity but also to pregnancy 

and childbirth.67 They contend that Cecilia may have been pregnant when her portrait was 

painted.68 This questions the assertion by Marani that the portrait must date to 1489, prior to 

Cecilia’s pregnancy, in order that the ermine’s connotations of chastity can stand. It indicates 

that rather than being mutually exclusive with pregnancy, the ermine may actually be 

indicative of both pregnancy and chastity.  

 

 The emphasis on chastity is important because it demonstrates the extent to which women 

such as Cecilia sought to extend, as opposed to change, the conventional female paradigm that 

rested on chastity and piety. It is Cecilia’s embodiment of chastity that makes her assumption 

of the nascent feminine virtue of erudition acceptable. The extent to which she was successful 

                                                
64 Ettlinger, "Visibilis et Invisibilis," 73-74. 
65 Stephen K. Scher et al., The Currency of Fame: Portrait Medals of the Renaissance (New York: H.N. Abrams 
in association with the Frick Collection, 1994), 64. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Jacqueline Marie Musacchio, "Weasels and Pregnancy in Renaissance Italy," Renaissance Studies 15, no. 2 
(2001): 172-87; Moczulska, "The Most Graceful Gallerani," 55-86.  
68 "Wives, Lovers and Art," 33; Moczulska, "The Most Graceful Gallerani," 81. 
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at balancing erudition with chastity in life is highlighted in her portrait. Leonardo presents 

them in such a way that they are inextricably linked, thus reinforcing that the portrait needs to 

be interpreted within the contemporary expansion of the female paradigm. I suggest that this is 

demonstrated particularly clearly through what we know of the way in which the portrait was 

received by its contemporaries. Although it is not known where the Cecilia was displayed, 

there is some contemporary evidence to suggest that the portrait could have been displayed for 

an evening’s entertainment at court.  

 
 

Display of the Portrait 
 

Bellincioni’s sonnet, which celebrates both Cecilia and the portrait, indicates that the portrait 

was seen by some of intellectuals at the Milanese court. Bellincioni’s opening line, “Nature, 

what provokes you, who arouses your envy?” immediately invokes the paragone between art 

and nature. This contemporary discussion, which debated the superiority of art and nature, 

painting and poetry, or painting and sculpture, suggests that the portrait could have been 

viewed in a serious scholarly setting, such as a meeting of the Academia Leonardi Vinci that 

focused on the paragone. The final lines of Bellincioni’s sonnet emphasises that Leonardo’s 

naturalistic representation of Cecilia brings a new aspect to the debate. Although the comment 

that “even if with his painting / It is he who makes her appear to listen and not speak” repeats 

the maxim of a painting lacking only a voice, the final lines of the poem emphasise that 

Leonardo’s revolutionary naturalism has brought his sitter to life. He writes 

 

Everyone who sees her thus, though too late 
To see her living, will say: this suffices for us 
Now to understand what is nature and what art.69 

 

Never before had a portrait subject been captured in this way and it must have provoked much 

discussion amongst those who saw it – just as Bellincioni suggests. Cecilia’s pose and 

expression create a compelling impression of her presence. She is someone who inhabits and 

moves through space, dramatically different from contemporaneous portraits of men or 

women. Leonardo uses light to reveal the details of the painting that make the sitter seem most 

alive. Cecilia’s right hand, which is thrown into sharp relief in comparison with her other hand 

and both her arms, demonstrates how Leonardo’s studies of anatomy enable him to represent 

the bone structure beneath the skin of the sitter’s hand. Her face, too, shows a marked 

development from the Ginevra de’ Benci. Leonardo’s use of oil, which enabled him to create a 
                                                
69 Trans. Villata, Leonardo da Vinci, 76-7, no.72c, quoted in Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 111. 
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more naturalistic modelling in the sitter’s face in his Ginevra, is more fully realised in the 

Cecilia. The play of light and shade, and the careful modelling, in combination with 

Leonardo’s structural understanding of the skull, give the sitter a greater plasticity.  

 

Although it is tempting to consider Leonardo’s painting innovations in isolation, to further 

build the case for his artistic genius, it is worth considering that Leonardo’s investigations may 

have been part of a wider discussion at Ludovico’s court, perhaps amongst participants of the 

Academia Leonardi Vinci. While the discussion around the finished portrait must have 

focused on Leonardo’s advances in representing “the motions of the mind,” it may have been 

that the artists, humanists and philosophers who participated in these gatherings teased out 

issues such as how art could more accurately represent the essence of a sitter. Similarly, they 

may have discussed how a courtly lady could be represented in art in much the same way as 

Castiglione’s participants in Il Cortegiano discuss the requirements of the ideal courtier or the 

importance of intelligence for a court woman. It has been well documented by Leonardo 

scholars that at the time Leonardo was working on this portrait, he was grappling with these 

ideas, which he had already explored in his Saint Jerome (c.1488-90). The combination of a 

dramatic gesture, the torsion of the saint’s emaciated body and his tortured expression convey 

Saint Jerome’s inner turmoil. Yet there has not been any consideration of the relevance of “the 

motions of the mind” to this portrait of a woman who was known for her intelligence. I 

suggest that these advances could have been seen to be especially relevant to a sitter who was 

known and celebrated for her erudition and whose emergence had been enabled by the 

contemporary humanist debate on female potential. In conveying something of Cecilia’s 

intelligence through the lucidity of her gaze, Leonardo’s gives another level of meaning to his 

phrase “the motions of the mind.” The fact that Cecilia was fashioning herself as a learned 

court lady at the same time Leonardo was working on these theoretical concerns is unlikely to 

have been mere coincidence.  

 

However, it is also possible that the portrait could have been the focus of more light-hearted 

entertainment too.  Sally Hickson has demonstrated that portraits of Isabella d’Este were used 

in informal court settings as a way of provoking discussions on Isabella’s character. She cites 

the example of the now lost portrait of Isabella that Francesco Francia made in 1511. Shortly 

after Isabella received the portrait, she gave it away to a new acquaintance, Gian Francesco 

Zaninello of Ferrara.70 A series of letters by Battista Stabellino, a minor court poet at Ferrara, 

to Margherita Cantelma, a close friend of Isabella’s, details how the portrait became the focus 
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of a number of social occasions.71 According to one letter, Zaninello was so pleased with 

receiving the portrait that he immediately invited some guests to a dinner party in order to 

show it to them “all’improvisa.”72 The guests included a number of Ferrarese ladies who were 

so delighted with the surprise that they did not know “which way to turn.”73 Other letters 

indicate that similar scenarios took place. In a letter of April 2, 1512, Stabellino recalls the 

previous night’s entertainment.74 Zaninello had organised a sumptuous dinner party for several 

members of “our academy” and a number of court ladies so that he could surprise the group 

with the portrait of Isabella. Hickson observes that the element of surprise helped the portrait 

became a catalyst for a courtly game. Guests were encouraged to speak about their reaction to 

the portrait, which, in turn, became a dialogue on Isabella d’Este.75 In particular, it was 

designed to spark a conversation about the virtues of Isabella’s character. Although Isabella 

was not present, it became a vehicle for evoking her presence.  

 

Joseph Manca has demonstrated that Cecilia’s portrait could well have been used in this more 

light-hearted way, although he does not link it to a specific event. He argues that it could have 

prompted a kind of word game.76 He considers all the iterations of the pun inherent in the 

name “Gallerani” and how the ermine is then interpreted.77 Although Manca describes these 

iterations as “verbal nonsense,” it is nevertheless the kind of word game that would have 

entertained and amused a court gathering, particularly when considered in conjunction with 

the other meanings of the ermine, which would surely have been discussed too.78 This kind of 

activity could fall within the category of giochi ingeniosi (clever games) mentioned in Il 

cortegiano as common after-dinner entertainment. Castiglione alludes to the different forms 

such entertainment might take: 

 

Among other pleasant pastimes and music and dancing that continually were practised, 
sometimes neat questions were proposed, sometimes ingenious games were devised at 
the choice of one or another, in which under various disguises the company disclosed 
their thoughts figuratively to whom they liked best. Sometimes other discussions arose 
about different matters, or biting retorts passed lightly back and forth. Often devices 
(imprese), as we now call them, were displayed, in discussing which there was 
wonderful diversion, the house being (as I have said) full of very noble talents […].79 

                                                
71 These letters are transcribed in ibid., Appendix III. 
72 The letter is transcribed in ibid., 335-36. 
73 Ibid., 193. 
74 The letter is transcribed in ibid., 336-37. 
75 Ibid., 193-94. 
76 Manca, "Wordplay, Gesture and Meaning," 127-38. 
77 Ibid., 131-32. 
78 Ibid., 132. 
79 Baldassarre Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier, trans. Leonard Eckstein Opdycke (Ware: Wordsworth 
Editions, 2000), 14. 
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While Castiglione does not go into a lot of detail, he indicates the importance of word play and 

literary competence, allowing for the games to take on their own form as dictated by those 

present. These games might well have moved into a discussion of Cecilia’s virtues and 

character, as had been the case with the games situated around Isabella’s portraits, particularly 

given the many different levels of meaning within the ermine itself. Within this context, I 

suggest that the portrait was always intended to convey much more about the sitter than her 

relationship with Ludovico. It was Cecilia’s relevance as a contemporary personage that 

enabled these developments to be applied to her portrait and which, in turn, could have 

prompted the subsequent discussions of the portrait. Although there is no evidence that Cecilia 

used the portrait as the catalyst for courtly entertainment, the fact that Isabella d’Este wrote 

and asked to borrow it, indicates that it had achieved a degree of fame in court circles, possibly 

because of discussions such as these. 

 

This point is significant for my argument because it demonstrates Leonardo’s success in 

giving visual form to learned virtue and the expression of female erudition alongside 

conventional female virtue.  In fact, the correspondence between Cecilia and Isabella is further 

relevant to my argument as part of a wider dialogue amongst learned women on the role that 

portraiture could play within the expansion of female virtue. Although art historians have 

considered the correspondence between Cecilia and Isabella in detail, they have tended to 

focus on issues of language as they use the letters to try to date the painting.80 The fact that the 

correspondence indicates that Cecilia possessed the portrait some years after her affair with 

Ludovico had ended has received considerably less comment. Interestingly, it has largely been 

female scholars who have noted this and who have wondered in passing if this may mean that 

Cecilia, rather than Ludovico, was the patron of the work. Welch first noted that Cecilia had a 

large income of her own and could have paid for the work herself and the idea has more 

recently been repeated by Musacchio.81  

                                                
80 Cecilia’s use of the word “imperfetta” has received considerable attention. The word is normally translated as 
“immature” and scholars used this to try date the portrait before Shell and Sironi discovered Calvi’s transcription 
error. For such discussions see Maria Rzepińska, "The 'Lady with the Ermine' Revisited," Achademia Leonardi 
Vinci 6 (1993): 193.  
81 Welch, Art and Authority, 256; Musacchio, "Wives, Lovers and Art," 33. As far as I am aware, there are no 
extant documents recording Cecilia’s income. Welch, however, has demonstrated that women at court had their 
own money, see Evelyn Welch, "The Art of Expenditure: The Court of Paolo Malatesta Gonzaga in Fifteenth-
Century Mantua," Renaissance Studies 16(2002): 306. Cox, too, notes that princely consorts had maintained their 
own households for some time by the end of the fifteenth century (Cox, Women's Writing, 42).  These were 
funded through an annual budget that was drawn down from their husbands’ treasuries (ibid.). While Cecilia was 
not a consort, it seems very likely that Ludovico provided for her in a similar way. He gave her an annual income 
after she married Bergamino and provided the funds for the remodelling of the Palazzo Carmagnola. It seems 
likely, based on what is known of court women, that Cecilia administered these funds herself. Musacchio points 
out that Cecilia would have known Leonardo through his work at the Sforza court and may well have taken 
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Understanding Cecilia as a Historical Personage: Cecilia as Patron 

 
Welch’s and Musacchio’s argument is highly original and deserves further exploration, 

particularly in light of what has been established about Cecilia’s role in contemporary court 

society. I agree that it is entirely plausible that a court lady could commission her own portrait 

as part of her self-fashioning as a learned lady. I argue that the Cecilia may be the first 

example of an environment where female portraiture patronage was increasingly possible and I 

situate this within the wider discussion amongst court women on the potential for portraiture 

to convey learned virtue. There has been considerable interest in female patronage in the 

Italian Renaissance recently and research has demonstrated that it was not nearly as rare as had 

been thought, particularly in the northern courts.82 Scholars such as Katherine McIver have 

highlighted quite considerable artistic patronage by court women beyond Isabella d’Este, who 

is often regarded as the exception in standard scholarship.83 However, McIver also discusses 

the difficulties in documenting female patronage, noting that frequently a female patron 

needed a male mediator to negotiate and sign the contract, something that Solum has also 

observed in relation to Lucrezia Tornabuoni’s art patronage.84 Similarly, David Wilkins notes 

that although the historical circumstances of the Renaissance make it difficult to uncover 

female patronage, there are still ways of recognising female patronage.85 Patricia Simons has 

taken this one step further, arguing that the traditional definitions of Renaissance patronage of 

patron and client unhelpful for uncovering female patronage.  She notes that studies of 

Renaissance patronage can only be further advanced if we broaden our definition. We need to 

accept a “more fluid, less deterministic sense of how patron and client operated” and 

                                                                                                                                                    
advantage of this connection when she sought a portraitist. At around the same time, Leonardo had written to 
Ludovico advising him that he needed to take on additional commissions to make money, suggesting that he was 
open to new patrons, see Musacchio, "Wives, Lovers and Art," 33; Welch, Art and Authority, 255-56. 
82 Jaynie Anderson, "Rewriting the History of Art Patronage," Renaissance Studies 10, no. 2 (1996): 129-38; 
Katherine A. McIver, "The "Ladies of Correggio": Veronica Gambara and her Matriarchal Heritage," 
Explorations in Renaissance Culture 26(2000): 25-44; "Matrons as Patrons: Power and Influence in the Courts of 
Northern Italy in the Renaissance," Artibus et Historiae 22, no. 43 (2001): 75-89; Sheryl E. Reiss and David G. 
Wilkins, Beyond Isabella: Secular Women Patrons of Art in Renaissance Italy (Kirksville: Truman State 
University Press, 2001). 
83 McIver, "Matrons as Patrons," 75-89; "Ladies of Correggio", 25-44; "Love, Death and Mourning: Paola 
Gonzaga's Camerino at Fontanellato," Artibus et Historiae 18, no. 36 (1997): 101-08; "Daddy's Little Girl: 
Patrilineal Anxiety in Two Portraits of a Renaissance Daughter," in Women and Portraits in Early Modern 
Europe: Gender Agency, Identity, ed. Andrea Pearson (Aldershot and Burlington: Ashgate, 2008), 86-105. 
Hickson also points out that the preservation of Isabella’s vast correspondence has perhaps been at the expense of 
her female contemporaries, diminishing their achievements due to a lack of comparable extant documentation, 
see Hickson, "Female Patronage," 2. 
84 McIver, "Ladies of Correggio", 30. See also David G. Wilkins, "Introduction: Recognising New Patrons, 
Posing New Questions," in Beyond Isabella, ed. Sheryl E. Reiss and David G. Wilkins (2001), 2; McIver, 
"Matrons as Patrons," 78; San Juan, "The Court Lady's Dilemma," 75. 
85 Wilkins, "Introduction," 2. 
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understand that patronage was a process of mediation amongst a number of interested parties 

including patrons, artists, subjects and those who engaged with the artwork after production.86   

 

While there is no extant contract for Cecilia’s portrait, the standard scholarship assumes that 

Ludovico was the patron.  This is perhaps in part because of the lines from Bellincioni’s 

sonnet, which also appears to make such an assumption: 

 

Give thanks therefore to Ludovico 
And to the talent [ingegno] and the hand of Leonardo, 
Who want to share her with those to come.87 

 

There is no doubt that this would be the norm for commissioning a marriage portrait. Yet it is 

possible that Cecilia may have commissioned the portrait, either entirely by herself or with 

Ludovico acting as an intermediary. There is evidence that a number of court women began 

commissioning their portraits at about this time, the most famous example being Isabella 

d’Este. She commissioned a number of portraits of herself in the 1490s and beyond, trying to 

find what she considered a satisfactory likeness of herself. In fact, her patronage of portraiture 

was so significant she made a tongue-in-cheek comment to Ludovico Sforza in a letter dated 

13 March 1499: “I am afraid I shall weary not only your Highness, but all Italy with the sight 

of my portraits.”88 While Isabella’s portrait patronage is significant in and of itself, it is also 

particularly fruitful to study because it is supported by a large correspondence that reveals 

many of her aims and concerns as a patron as well as her ideas about portraiture. This is in part 

because Isabella was writing to friends and family, where there was a certain freedom of 

communication as letter writing was not a forum that required male mediators. Rose Marie 

San Juan notes that women could not move about freely to deal directly with other collectors 

or dealers; she also discusses the fact that much of Isabella’s correspondence to friends and 

family was preoccupied with collecting.89 She argues that letter writing, as a traditional form 

of communication for educated women, was a way for Isabella to cultivate an image of herself 

as serious collector.90  

 

Hickson has demonstrated that there is a female dialogue about portraiture within this 

correspondence that is quite unique. She argues that Isabella sat at the centre of a network of 

                                                
86 Francis W. Kent and Patricia Simons, Patronage, Art, and Society in Renaissance Italy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1987), 19. 
87 Trans. Villata, Leonardo da Vinci, 76-7, no.72c, quoted in Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 111. 
88 Quoted in David Chambers and Jane Martineau, Splendours of the Gonzaga (London: Victoria and Albert 
Museum, 1981), 159. 
89 San Juan, "The Court Lady's Dilemma," 75. 
90 Ibid. 
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powerful women who both cultivated Isabella’s cultural image and were supported by Isabella 

in the cultivation of their own cultural ambitions.91 The importance of portraiture to this 

network is demonstrated by the extant correspondence to and from Isabella regarding various 

portraits she was commissioning and others that she had given away. This dialogue 

demonstrates that within a circle of court ladies, female patronage of portraiture was not 

necessarily exceptional. In fact, Hickson argues that these women were connoisseurs of 

portraiture.92 There are several examples of Isabella’s female contemporaries commissioning 

portraits of Isabella for themselves or of acting as her agent and liaising with an artist 

regarding the completion of a portrait of Isabella. For example, Eleonora Orsini del Balzo, 

Marchioness of Crotone, commissioned an unknown Messinese sculptor to create a marble 

portrait bust of Isabella that Eleonora intended to keep for herself, but which Isabella wanted 

to keep when Eleonora sent it to Isabella for her approval.93 Similarly in 1511, Lucrezia d’Este 

Bentivoglio oversaw the creation of the portrait of Isabella by Francesco Francia, her own 

court painter in Bologna. Isabella, seemingly disillusioned by the process of sitting for her 

likeness to be painted, refused to sit for the portrait, so Lucrezia acted as her agent and 

supervised the commission, giving a verbal description to the artist.94  

 

While these later examples indicate that Isabella’s portrait patronage served as an example for 

other court ladies, it is possible that Isabella was actually following in Cecilia’s footsteps in 

seeking her likeness, given that Isabella’s first known portrait commission was from 1493. 

Although Isabella and Cecilia’s correspondence dates to 1498, the close links between the 

courts of Milan and Mantua, particularly between the sisters Isabella and Beatrice d’Este, 

make it likely that Isabella knew about the portrait much earlier. Certainly, Hickson notes that 

Isabella made decisions about her portraiture based on the study of portraits of other women.95 

Isabella’s portraiture patronage and correspondence from the 1490s indicates that from the 

outset she had very specific ideas about what she wanted from a portrait. She had approached 

Mantegna for one in 1493 but reported to a friend that she could not send it “because the 

painter has done it so badly that it does not look like us in the least.”96 She then commissioned 

Giovanni Santi of Urbino but complained again that the work did not look like her. Yet again, 
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in 1499, she criticised a portrait of her by Giovan Francesco Maineri saying, “[it] is not very 

like me, for it makes me look fatter than I am.”97  

 

While these complaints show a concern for a portrait that resembles the sitter, they also 

demonstrate that Isabella saw portraits as more than a likeness. Her comments indicate that she 

believed that a portrait should convey something about the sitter’s character and that 

portraiture could be a means of self-fashioning. Yet the standard format for female portraiture 

– that is, the marriage portrait – was not appropriate in this case in that it was based on 

altogether different concerns. Isabella was seeking something more akin to the literary 

portraits that writers created of her, as is indicated by her exclamation, “We only wish we 

could be as well served by painters as we are by men of letters.”98 In articulating these 

concerns, Isabella demonstrates her awareness of a wider dialogue about the potential of 

portraiture to convey more of the sitter – something that Leonardo had responded to uniquely 

in both his Ginevra and Cecilia. As has been discussed, there is no doubt that Leonardo’s 

Cecilia differs drastically from contemporary portraiture norms and Cecilia is shown 

embodying the same qualities that many of her literary contemporaries used to describe her.  

 

Leonardo’s ultimate success in applying these ideas to Cecilia’s portrait is indicated by 

Isabella’s search for a similar portrait. It is telling that she continued searching to find a 

portrait she considered worthy and demonstrates the potential that Isabella saw in portraiture. 

Isabella may have been hoping to achieve a similar level of fame from a painted portrait that 

could match the literary portraits of her, which celebrated her learned virtue. Little of the 

scholarship has considered the significance of Isabella and Cecilia’s dialogue from the point of 

view of Renaissance female patrons/sitters commenting on portraiture – something that is 

quite rare. Brown, however, contends that it is “one of the most significant episodes in the 

entire history of portraiture.”99 That it was written by two women makes it arguably even more 

significant. It is useful to re-examine the correspondence in a fresh light, away from the 

concerns of dating a work by Leonardo or identifying a sitter.  

 

The two correspond in a relatively free manner, although Isabella is obviously Cecilia’s 

superior. Cecilia’s response is written almost as if she is talking directly to Isabella about 

Leonardo’s merits, and how she has changed since the portrait was painted. It offers the 

smallest insight into the kind of conversation that these courtly women may have had about 

                                                
97 Ibid., 54. 
98 Ibid. 
99 Ibid., 53. 



 208 

art. It also bears out David G. Wilkins’ point that connections between women almost 

certainly played a role in encouraging female patronage.100 Cecilia recommends Leonardo as a 

painter worth commissioning, writing, “for in truth I believe there is no painter equal to 

him.”101 Although there was not necessarily a “winner” in Isabella’s paragone between 

Leonardo and Giovanni Bellini, she was unexpectedly presented with the opportunity to sit for 

Leonardo when he fled to Mantua after the fall of Ludovico in 1499. The portrait drawing he 

completed, which will be discussed in the Conclusion, appears to have been very pleasing to 

Isabella, given the tenacity with which she pursued Leonardo trying to encourage him to 

translate it into paint. 102 

 

Leonardo’s representation of Isabella and their subsequent correspondence about completing a 

painted portrait demonstrate that Leonardo was open to working with a female patron. This is 

telling insofar as it indicates that Leonardo may have worked directly with Cecilia on her 

portrait. Certainly Leonardo and Cecilia’s relationship after the portrait was painted has a 

number of parallels with Isabella’s relationships with artists, which are much more fully 

documented and have been the subject of considerable research by art historians.103 Garrard 

cites Carlo Amoretti, one of Leonard’s earliest biographers, who suggests that following her 

representation by Leonardo, Cecilia went on to have a life-long friendship with him.104 As far 

as I am aware, there is no extant correspondence that confirms this but it is apparent that 

Cecilia and Leonardo were part of the same milieu in Milan in the 1490s and they may have 

worked together on two further projects in something of a patron/artist capacity. One of these 

projects was the refurbishment of the Palazzo Carmagnola. This project was started in 1491, 

before Cecilia was married and left the Castello Sforzesco, and it seems that it was always 

intended for her. On 7 April 1491, according to Duke of Ferrara’s orator: 

 

The third day of Easter he [Ludovico] took me with him to the house that used to 
belong to Count Pietro dal Verme, where he had several engineers come in order to 
reconstruct it and remake it for Cecilia, his woman [. . .].105  

 

                                                
100 Reiss and Wilkins, Beyond Isabella, 3. 
101 Trans. Shell and Sironi, "Cecilia Gallerani," 50.  
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While there is no documentary evidence to connect Leonardo to the project, Pedretti contends 

that it would not be surprising if Leonardo was one of these engineers or was at least called in 

as a consultant during the work, which went on until at least 1497, when the Venetian diarist 

Marino Sanudo visited the palace and mentioned that the place was “not yet completely 

finished.”106 Jane Roberts’ and Pedretti’s analysis of a page of Leonardo’s drawings at 

Windsor (12608 recto) under ultra-violet light has revealed the design of a capital that was 

found in three places in Milan, including the Palazzo Carmagnola.107 One of the other 

buildings with this capital was at 20, Via Solata (now the Via Broletto) – that is, the same 

street as the Palazzo Carmagnola. The other building with this capital was the suburban 

residence of Gualtiero Bascapé, the secretary of Ludovico Sforza.108 As such, Leonardo’s 

sketch does not definitively place him at the Palazzo Carmagnola, but it does connect him with 

building work that was carried out for some of those closest to Ludovico.  The orator’s quote 

above indicates that Ludovico, and not Cecilia, was the main patron of the rebuilding of the 

Palazzo Carmagnola. Certainly the fact that the Palazzo Carmagnola had the same capitals as 

were found in Ludovico’s secretary’s residence indicates an architectural continuity across 

Ludovico’s building projects – something that would be expected of a ruler carrying out a plan 

of urban renewal. His role in commissioning the refurbishment of the Palazzo Carmagnola 

does not mean, however, that Cecilia did not play a role in the decoration of her own palace, 

particularly once she was married and living there. It is possible that this is another example 

where Ludovico acted as the signatory patron while Cecilia oversaw much of the building 

work. 

 

There may be one example where Leonardo produced an artwork for Cecilia with no male 

intermediary. Chastel suggests that Leonardo made a complicated rebus Cecilia in c.1497.109 

Specifically, Chastel contends that Leonardo made one of his knot drawings with the words 

Academia Leonardi Vinci for her, now known only through a series of copperplate engravings 

(figures 52 & 53). Although Chastel does not provide any documentary evidence to connect 

one of these drawings with Cecilia, it is particularly relevant to my argument not only for 

demonstrating a potential continuation of the patron/artist relationship but also because it may 

provide further evidence that Cecilia participated in the Academia Leonardi Vinci. Syson has 

contended that these knot drawings were potentially only circulated amongst members of the 
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Academia Leonardi Vinci and that they were a symbol of membership.110 The drawings of 

knot patterns, known as gruppi, with various inscriptions of “Academia Leonardi Vinci” have 

been somewhat enigmatic within Leonardo’s oeuvre. Vasari commented on them, saying: 

 

He even wasted his time in making a regular design of knots so that the cord can be 
traced from one end to the other, the whole filling a round space. There is a fine 
engraving of this most difficult design, and in the middle are the words, ‘Leonardus 
Vinci Accademia’.  

 

Although Vasari may not have seen the point of these knot patterns, a number of Renaissance 

artists, including Bramante, a fellow member of the Academia Leonardi Vinci, as well as 

Dürer, who copied Leonardo’s patterns and made woodcuts from them (omitting the 

inscriptions), saw the practice as an opportunity for demonstrating artistic virtuosity.111 The 

ability to create a labyrinthine pattern that simultaneously appears ordered, coherent and 

rational was particularly admired.  

 

Syson contends that the way the pattern functions could have mirrored the concerns of the 

academy. He argues that the pattern is a visually satisfying whole that is made up of separate 

parts in much the same way that the academy was a group that contained many complex and 

individual ways of thinking but was nevertheless a united universal group of philosophers.112 

As such, the Academia Leonardi Vinci may well have used the knot pattern as a symbol of 

their ideals. Research by Patrizia Costa further supports the proposal that the knot pattern 

became a symbol of membership to the Academia Leonardi Vinci.113 Costa demonstrates that 

knot patterns as interior decoration started to become very popular in 1490s Milan.114 Although 

Costa does not mention the Academia Leonardi Vinci, she shows that the residences that had 

these patterns belonged to intellectuals associated with the Sforza court and, furthermore, that 

meetings were held in these locations.115 Based on Costa’s evidence, it seems likely that these 

residences would have belonged to members of the Academia Leonardi Vinci. Certainly the 

owner of one of the houses that Costa singles out, Gaspare Visconti, is also one of the 

members named by Henrico Boscano who, as discussed in Chapter Two, provides the 

documentary evidence for the existence of this informal intellectual group. Costa also notes 

knot patterns in a small room in the abbey of Viboldone, a ceiling in San Sigismondo, and a 
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ceiling in the Old Sacristy of Santa Maria delle Grazie, and argues that these were all places 

where intellectual and theological discussions could have taken place.116  

 

The Sala delle Asse, located in the Castello Sforzesco, and decorated by Leonardo for 

Ludovico in the mid-to-late 1490s also features such patterns (figures 54-56). This room is the 

culmination of the Milanese trend for knot patterns in interior decoration. Here, a gold thread 

with knot patterns winds its way through an elaborate painted arboreal canopy. The branches 

of the eighteen mulberry trees also intertwine in a knot pattern. Although the decoration of this 

room deteriorated badly, and has been heavily repainted, it would originally have been jewel-

like in its colour and appearance. While scholars have proposed a number of different 

interpretations for the room, Costa contends that its decoration may also have been an 

opportunity for Ludovico to fashion himself as a patron of virtuous intellectual endeavours 

once his political legitimacy had been established and he had been invested as Duke by the 

Emperor Maximilian in 1495.117 In particular, she contends that the Sala delle Asse may have 

been the venue for what the mathematician Luca Pacioli described as a “praiseworthy 

scientific duel” that was held at the Castello Sforzesco on 19 February 1498, a short time after 

the Sala was scheduled for completion.118 Churchmen, scholars, theologians, doctors, 

astrologers and lawyers participated, as did Leonardo; it may well have been a meeting of the 

Academia Leonardi Vinci.  

 
Significantly for my purposes, there appears to be a specific link between Cecilia and knot 

patterns like those found in the Academia Leonardi Vinci engravings. The most obvious 

evidence of this is in her portrait. Her bodice, especially around the right shoulder, and right 

sleeve are embroidered with a similar pattern of knots. Scholars have commented that such 

decoration was common in Milanese fashion and, moreover, that such motifs appealed to 

Leonardo.119 It needs to be acknowledged that a group of courtly women in the 1490s appeared 

to be interested in these knot patterns. Welch cites a number of examples where such patterns 

can be found, and notes that these lace-like knots were widely used on the garments of all the 

Sforza women in the late-fifteenth-century century. In 1493, Isabella of Aragon was described 

as wearing a dress with “embroidery in the form of knots” when she resumed attending church 

after the birth of her second child. Beatrice d’Este wore a cloth of gold outfit embroidered with 

                                                
116 Ibid., 183-84. Costa also discovered one place outside of the Duchy of Milan that was decorated with a knot 
pattern – a camerino dei nodi – in a section of the Palazzo Ducale in Mantua that comprised of Isabella d’Este’s 
apartments (159). She contends that this may well have been a case of Isabella keeping an eye on Milanese trends 
(184). 
117 Ibid., 182. For a summary of these interpretations, see ibid., 161-63. 
118 Ibid., 182. 
119 Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 112. 
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smaller knots, circles and jewels, to the same occasion, while two days later, Anna Sforza 

wore black damask with “large gold letters and knots.” In 1493 Beatrice asked her sister 

Isabella for permission to appropriate the basket-work device known as the ‘vinci’, which 

Niccolo da Corregio had originally devised.120 

 

While the knot pattern on Cecilia’s bodice and sleeve may be a part of this fashion, it is 

notable that all the examples Welch cites post-date Leonardo’s Cecilia. I suggest that the 

Cecilia instead provides further evidence of the sitter’s connection with this group of 

intellectuals and that this is strengthened by her use of knot patterns elsewhere. Most 

significantly, she appears to have had a knot pattern adorning the walls of one room at the 

Palazzo Carmagnola, presumably painted during the palace’s refurbishment in the 1490s and 

before the fall of Ludovico. This decoration was discovered in 1891, although it was covered 

over again soon after and no visual records were kept. All that survives is a short description, 

noted by Pedretti: “a fragment of fifteenth-century polychrome decoration with a row of 

alternating black and white rhombi, a frieze of flowers on a black background, and a wall with 

panels of various geometric motifs.”121 While Pedretti acknowledges that the description is not 

exact enough to compare it with any of Leonardo’s drawings, he assumes that the geometric 

motifs were knot patterns.122 Given the popularity of these patterns, it certainly seems likely. 

Again, Welch has noted that a camera delli gruppi (room of knot patterns) was recorded in 

one of the women’s chambers in the castle at Pavia in 1469, thus establishing a female 

precedent for this kind of interior decoration.123  

 

I contend, however, that Cecilia’s use of knot patterns reflects her connection with the 

Milanese intelligentsia of the 1490s and specifically the Academia Leonardi Vinci, if this was 

a symbol of membership. I believe its repeated use by her, in her dress, in the knot drawing 

made for her by Leonardo and possibly in her palazzo, are potent indicators of the group’s 

importance to her. The group appears to have celebrated her erudition and enabled her 

establishment in intellectual court circles, as is evidenced both by Bellincioni’s poems 

celebrating her learned virtue and Leonardo’s powerful presentation of her learned virtue in 

her portrait. Although there is no direct evidence that the Academia Leonardi Vinci created an 

environment where female potential was actively encouraged, the emergence of other learned 

                                                
120 Welch, Art and Authority, 236. 
121 Pedretti, Leonardo, Architect, 80. Patrizia Costa discovered similar decoration in two small adjacent rooms 
that comprised part of Isabella d’Este’s private apartments in the Palazzo Ducale at Mantua (159). She notes that 
these are the only fifteenth-century rooms featuring knot patterns outside Milan and argues that it is probably a 
case of Isabella keeping a close eye on a Milanese trend (184). 
122 Ibid. 
123 Welch, Art and Authority, 236. 
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court women alongside Cecilia is, in itself, telling. The role that Cecilia played in inspiring 

Castiglione’s ideal court woman is especially relevant as it highlights the extent to which 

women like Cecilia had become such a potent cultural presence, as Cox has observed.124  

 

I suggest that Cecilia’s presentation in her portrait also played a significant role in making 

visible the emerging paradigm of the learned court lady, who was adept at writing. Simons 

points out that portraits in the public arena had to “respond to social and theoretical 

requirements for a decorum befitting, as well as actively constructing, the sitter’s social 

identity.”125 Whether a portrait was successful or not in these terms can only be ascertained by 

contemporary responses.  Given Cecilia’s representation by court writers and poets and what 

is known about the reception of her portrait, it certainly seems that it both responded to and 

fashioned Cecilia as an embodiment of learned virtue, simultaneously erudite and chaste. 

Leonardo’s success at responding to the social and theoretical requirements is demonstrated 

most notably by Cecilia and Isabella’s correspondence. Unlike Isabella, who found fault with 

so many of her portraits, Cecilia in no way indicates that the portrait was inappropriate or that 

Leonardo’s innovations were out of place, even if she felt it was no longer a good likeness. 

 

The dialogue about portraiture between Cecilia, Isabella and their female contemporaries adds 

a further dimension to the dissemination of this nascent cultural paradigm. Cecilia’s portrait is 

situated at the very forefront of this trend and it provided much of the inspiration for other 

court women who wanted to be portrayed beyond the confines of standard female 

representation. Leonardo’s innovative presentation of Cecilia played a crucial part in this, yet 

the rhetoric around the learned court lady suggests that the portrait was integrally connected to 

the wider dialogue that had enabled the emergence of the learned woman over the course of 

the fifteenth century. While Leonardo’s Portrait of Cecilia Gallerani positions Cecilia as one 

of few writing women to have her portrait painted in the fifteenth century, the success of her 

portrait also enabled it to play a significant role that in propagating and disseminating this 

paradigm in the following century, where the cultural figures of the court lady and the writing 

woman, sometimes one and the same, would go on to be further developed.  

 

 

  

 

                                                
124 Cox, Women's Writing, 51. 
125 Simons, "Portraiture, Portrayal, Idealization," 269. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

This thesis has argued that the portraits of Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Ginevra de’ Benci and Cecilia 

Gallerani respond to the fifteenth-century expansion of the concept of feminine virtue and 

represent women’s potential for erudition. While I do not claim that these women were the 

most prominent or successful writing women, I recognise that they were at the forefront of the 

cultural phenomenon of the vernacular writing women as it developed in Italy. In particular, I 

have suggested that their significance lies in both their lived and their pictorial embodiment of 

this nascent paradigm. Separating their portraits from their engagement with the burgeoning 

tradition of the writing woman limits our understanding of the ways in which fifteenth-century 

women themselves sought to redefine female virtue.  

 

I have shown that both their writing and their portraits demonstrate their engagement with the 

contemporaneous discussion on the female potential for erudition and beyond. Ross has 

demonstrated that simply by engaging in the act of writing, women prompted their 

contemporaries to reassess female ability and achievement. Indeed, the emergence of writing 

women moved a largely theoretical debate amongst fifteenth-century humanists into the 

realms of the practical and provided tangible examples of female achievement, as scholars 

such as Cox have demonstrated. This is certainly true of Lucrezia and Ginevra’s extant 

writing. The development of characters with a “manly heart” or the female poetic persona of a 

“mountain tiger” is quite extraordinary given their position as some of the earliest vernacular 

women writers. Through these characterisations, they inherently engage with the debate on 

female capability. In participating in the act of writing and articulating a female perspective, 

they give women a voice. What is more, they also demonstrate that through words, women 

might invest themselves with greater agency in their lives.  

 

The visual representation of these women writers in portraiture gives the issue of female 

potential an even greater tangibility. Various visual elements in the portraits indicate that the 

sitters embody an expanded definition of female virtue, particularly in the move away from the 

profile pose, which was synonymous with chastity. The early adoption of the three-quarter 

pose in these portraits immediately signals that there is more to the sitter than this most 

essential feminine virtue. Similarly, the sitters’ presentation in relatively modest dress, 

alongside individual features such as Lucrezia’s older age, Ginevra’s eye contact with the 
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viewer, and the inclusion of Cecilia’s unusual attribute, indicates that we are seeing the 

beginning of women being represented for an achievement other than marriage.  

 

The portrayal of these women outside of the norms of female representation suggests the 

extent to which the figure of the writing women was firmly established as a cultural reality, 

albeit a rare one, in the final decades of the fifteenth century. In celebrating women for their 

achievements in a traditionally masculine arena, these portraits highlight the extent to which 

the female paradigm had expanded over the fifteenth century. This is particularly true of 

Lucrezia and Cecilia, who occupied prominent public positions due to their respective roles as 

wife and mother of the de facto leaders of Florence, and as mistress to the regent of Milan. 

Their reputations for erudition and as writers would have made a significant statement about 

female achievement. The fact that their portraits were seen widely, and that Cecilia’s achieved 

a degree of fame, would have played an important role in consolidating their reputations and 

further disseminating the ideal of the writing woman. Although Ginevra did not occupy such a 

public role, and little is known about the display of her portrait, she would have provided a 

compelling example of female ability to those operating within the tighter constraints of the 

Florentine republic.  

 

While I have argued that the portraits demonstrate the sitters’ achievements beyond the 

scholastic conception of female virtue, it is important to acknowledge that the sitters are still 

presented in a way that was in keeping with the social positioning of the writing woman in 

fifteenth-century Italy. All three needed to consciously situate themselves within the accepted 

framework of female virtue. In particular, what we know about them confirms that they were 

deeply concerned with maintaining their Christian virtues of piety and chastity. Ross, in 

particular, has demonstrated that positioning female achievement within the long-standing 

female paradigm was fundamental to making acceptable what was previously unusual.1 In the 

case of Lucrezia and Ginevra, the strict constraints of the Florentine republic made it a 

particularly difficult place to negotiate female agency and both sought to emphasise their 

personal piety. As I have shown, Lucrezia’s extensive charity and her recognition in Marian 

terms were essential to allowing her to maintain her public profile. Similarly, Ginevra’s 

demonstration of piety through her connection with Le Murate was an important element in 

balancing her emergence as a participant in Lorenzo’s literary circle and as a poet. For Cecilia, 

it was her chastity that was consistently underscored. While this has seemed surprising to 

some scholars, I have suggested that it is wholly appropriate within the court context. As has 

been discussed, sexual loyalty was as important for a mistress as a wife. Although the court 
                                                
1 Ross, Birth of Feminism, 6-7. 
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setting meant that Cecilia faced less restriction than Lucrezia and Ginevra, chastity was still 

synonymous with female virtue. Highlighting this most essential of female qualities made her 

embodiment of a nascent paradigm of the ideal court lady acceptable, just as with Lucrezia and 

Ginevra.  

 

This idea of learned virtue is readily apparent in what survives of Lucrezia’s and Ginevra’s 

poetry, too. Their characterisations of female potential, erudition and action are 

simultaneously balanced by the great piety of Lucrezia’s literary characters and the Petrarchan 

paradox of Ginevra’s poetic persona. Both authors express these traditionally masculine 

qualities within a framework of Christian virtue, meaning that their presentations of 

womanhood are very much in keeping with the humanistic expansion of female virtue. Just as 

the historical personages of Lucrezia, Ginevra and Cecilia needed to position their writing 

within the bounds of the standard female paradigm of virtue, so we find the more innovative 

elements of their pictorial representation framed within accepted and expected conventions of 

female portraiture. The pictorial innovations are made acceptable by a simultaneous emphasis 

on the sitters’ piety and chastity. Smaller iconographic details such as Lucrezia and Cecilia’s 

averted eyes, Ginevra’s scapular and gold embroidery, and Cecilia’s ermine would have been 

readily apparent to contemporary viewers and would also have made the other innovations in 

their presentation acceptable. The way in which the portraits move between presenting the 

sitter’s assumption of a nascent female paradigm and their embodiment of traditional virtue is 

crucial to the success of the portrait.  In emphasising the sitter’s Christian virtue alongside her 

other achievements, these portraits present these women within the same context that they 

presented their writing in life – that is, from the perspective of learned virtue.  

 

While I have focused on the portraits of Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Ginevra de’ Benci and Cecilia 

Gallerani, it needs to be acknowledged that there are other contemporary portraits of women 

who are presented in similar visual terms to these portraits. Most notable are Botticelli’s 

Portrait of a Woman at a Window (c.1470-1480) (figure 5) and Leonardo’s Portrait of a 

Woman (La Belle Ferronníère) (c.1493-4) (figure 21). Due to the uncertainties around the 

identities of the sitters, it has been beyond the scope of this thesis to consider these works in 

any detail. Yet the similarities between these portraits and those of Lucrezia, Ginevra and 

Cecilia are striking. Both are in three-quarter view, almost frontal, and both look out at the 

viewer. Similarly, both are represented in simple dress, when compared to contemporaneous 

marriage portraits. Botticelli’s sitter wears a transparent cotton guarnello over a red gamurra 

and white camicia. Around her neck, she wears a relatively simple necklace. Leonardo’s sitter, 

like Cecilia, is presented in the latest fashion in a red and gold Spanish-style dress. She, too, 
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wears a simple beaded necklace as well as a black fillet and jewel. Both Botticelli and 

Leonardo’s sitters occupy their own space, set behind parapets, although Botticelli details 

much more of the interior space than Leonardo.  

 

Garrard has questioned whether Leonardo’s Portrait of a Woman might represent Camilla 

Scarampa, whose poetry was briefly discussed in Chapter Two.2 Currently, there is no 

documentary evidence to suggest who the sitter might be, although there are plenty of 

suggestions, including Lucrezia Crivelli, a later mistress of Ludovico Sforza, or even Beatrice 

d’Este.3 Within the context of this thesis, it certainly seems within the realms of possibility that 

the sitter is someone who has engaged in the new tradition of female vernacular poetry, and 

Scarampa was the most famous poet of her time.4 Even if the sitter is not a poet, it could 

nevertheless represent a cultured and erudite court woman who engages with and evokes the 

ideal of learned virtue in the same way as Lucrezia, Ginevra and Cecilia. It seems unlikely the 

kind of evidence that would allow a concrete identification will emerge but I would argue that 

when portraits like this are seen within the context of the writing woman, it provides new 

avenues for interpretation.  

 

Indeed, the Botticelli portrait might be explored along similar lines. In particular, it is tempting 

to consider if the portrait might represent Antonia Tanini Pulci, also considered in Chapter 

Two, given her participation in vernacular literary circles, and her extant oeuvre, which dates 

to later in the 1470s and into the 1480s. There is no known portrait of Antonia and, yet, it is 

certainly possible that one was painted of her, given the portraits of Lucrezia and Ginevra, as 

well as Antonia’s position within the nobility – neither of which apply to the currently 

identified sitter. Botticelli’s sitter has been tentatively identified as Smeralda Brandini, 

although the scholarship on this identification does not seem definitive, with Rubin, Brown 

and Weppelmann all noting that the identification rests only on the basis of an inscription on 

the parapet, which reads “Smeralda di … Bandinelli moglie d … Bandinelli.”5 Smeralda 

Brandini was the grandmother of the sixteenth-century court sculptor, Baccio Bandinelli. 

Baccio was the first to use this surname, which does not occur before the 1520s and, as such, 

the inscription dates at least to this time.6 Rubin cites unpublished research by Louis 

Waldman, who has suggested that the inscription was added in the seventeenth century by 

                                                
2 Garrard, "Ginevra de' Benci," 46. 
3 See Syson, Leonardo da Vinci, 123-26. 
4 Cox, Women's Writing, 46. 
5 Patricia Lee Rubin, Alison Wright, and Nicholas Penny, Renaissance Florence: The Art of the 1470s (London: 
National Gallery Publications, 1999), 327; Brown, Virtue and Beauty, 172; Christiansen and Weppelmann, The 
Renaissance Portrait, 114. 
6 Rubin, Wright, and Penny, Renaissance Florence: The Art of the 1470s, 327. 
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Baccio’s grandson, as part of a project of forgery aimed at increasing the status of the family.7 

Rubin suggests that the inscription thus sought to adopt the sitter into the Bandinelli family.8 

In addition, she points out that paintings owned by artisans like Smeralda’s husband, tended to 

be religious in subject.9 Again, it is unlikely that any further documentary evidence will 

emerge that would enable a more certain identification. But, in the absence of proof, an 

alternative interpretation for these portraits of women that are not marriage portraits, opens up 

other possibilities and a more nuanced socio-historical context for works that sit outside the 

norms of fifteenth-century female portraiture.  

 

The ultimate success of the portraits of Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Ginevra de’ Benci, and Cecilia 

Gallerani in visualising the sitters’ achievements, including their embodiment of the nascent 

paradigm of female erudition, is perhaps demonstrated most particularly by the developments 

in portraiture at the start of the sixteenth century. As has been discussed, wide audiences saw 

the portraits of Lucrezia and Cecilia, and Leonardo’s Cecilia attained a significant level of 

fame. With the fall of Ludovico Sforza and the collapse of the court of Milan in 1499, many of 

the key players in this cultural court moved to new centres. Leonardo, who had already painted 

the portraits of Ginevra and Cecilia, played a crucial role in disseminating the ideal of learned 

virtue and continuing to develop the ways in which a female sitter might be represented. He 

fled to Mantua, to take refugee with Isabella d’Este, as Cecilia had done a few months earlier, 

before moving to Venice and then returning to Florence. 

 

In Mantua, Isabella sat for Leonardo and, although there is no finished, painted portrait – 

much to Isabella’s chagrin – the drawing Leonardo produced is very interesting within the 

context of representing learned virtue (figure 57). Leonardo pictures Isabella in a profile pose, 

unlike any of his previous portraits of women. David Alan Brown suggests that this reflects 

Isabella’s agenda and the degree to which she designed her own image.10 He contends that 

Isabella wished to be portrayed in the profile pose after the Mantuan court sculptor, Gian 

Cristoforo Romano, had successfully represented her in this format for a portrait medal in 

1498, noting that Isabella kept a gold, jewel-encrusted version of this medal in her grotta.11 He 

additionally links the profile to an interest in the Apollo Belvedere in Mantua from c.1498, 

noting the profile view of the statue, when viewed frontally. He argues that for Isabella, the 

profile pose was associated with her interest in classical art as well as befitting her dignity as a 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Brown, "Leonardo and the Ladies," 54-55. 
11 Ibid., 58-59. This version of the medal is now in the Kunsthistoriches Museum, Vienna. 
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ruler.12 Certainly, we have seen something of the extent to which Isabella sought to control her 

image, as discussed in Chapter Five, and there is much scholarship that demonstrates the level 

of control Isabella exerted over all her patronage.13 While Isabella may have seen the profile as 

a way of demonstrating her interest in antiquity, I suggest that the inclusion of a book in the 

cartoon is as important. This is barely visible, as the cartoon was cropped at the bottom, but it 

is possible to make out, thanks largely to the prick marks in the cartoon, the shape of a closed 

book, which Isabella’s right index finger points towards. In addition, and as Brown has noted, 

it is possible to see the book more distinctly in a replica that was made from the cartoon and 

which is now in the Ashmolean Museum (figure 58).14 This replica shows the sitter’s hands 

and the closed book resting on a parapet.  

 

Brown interprets the book as a testament to Isabella’s patronage of contemporary writers and 

her collection of ancient texts.15 While he notes Isabella’s humanist education, he observes that 

she was not a scholar, and, thus, he does not position Isabella’s portrait in relation to the 

expanding paradigm of female virtue.16 Yet Isabella did engage with the concept of the writing 

woman. Cox notes that the courtier-poet Antonio Tebaldeo (1463-1537) wrote a capitolo 

(chapter) to Isabella in 1498 celebrating her decision to study poetic composition under his 

guidance.17 As Cox observes, however, the tribute is unusual in that it concentrates on 

promise, rather than achievement and there is little evidence that Isabella composed any 

poetry.18 While this probably indicates that Isabella’s interests were not really in composing 

poetry, it is significant for demonstrating the extent to which the writing had been established 

as a key indicator of female learning. I suggest that her representation by Leonardo is most 

readily understood within the context of learned virtue, as it had been established in the 

portraits of Lucrezia, Ginevra and Cecilia. The cultural figure of the learned woman had 

become so well established in intellectual circles by the end of the fifteenth century, that it 

encompassed not only women writers but also female collectors and/or patrons. The inclusion 

of a book in the Portrait of Isabella d’Este is enough to indicate that she embodies the newly 

established paradigm of female erudition. Although it might seem a straightforward way to 

represent learning, it could not have carried these implications without the earlier portraits of 

writing women.  

                                                
12 Ibid., 59. 
13 Brown discusses this briefly ibid., 55-57. For more on this issue, see Campbell, Cabinet of Eros; Ames-Lewis, 
Isabella and Leonardo, 26-39. 
14 Brown, "Leonardo and the Ladies," 57. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Cox, Women's Writing, 52. 
18 Ibid. 
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As Brown points out, books that are represented in Renaissance portraits are usually prayer 

books, as is seen in Ghirlandaio’s Giovanna degli Albizzi Tornabuoni (figure 16), emphasising 

the sitter’s piety rather than commenting on her literacy.19 Male portraits from court 

environments, however, had included books as a way of signalling the sitter’s learning for a 

considerable time. A portrait medal of Francesco Sforza, which dates to c.1441, includes two 

books on the reverse to represent the sitter as a learned man. The Portrait of Federigo da 

Montefeltro and His Son Guidobaldo (c.1476-77) (figure 59) actually shows Federigo reading, 

while sitting in his armour. Keith Christiansen has identified the codex as a compilation of the 

works of Saint Gregory the Great. As he points out, Federigo is shown both ready for battle 

and devoted to his study of the Fathers of the Church. Such a presentation provides an 

interesting precedent, then, for the representation of learned virtue in female portraiture. It 

needs to be emphasised, however, that the appearance of the book in female portraiture could 

only take a similar significance and signal learning once the expanded female paradigm that 

included intelligence and erudition was more widely recognised.  

 

I would like to propose that with Isabella d’Este, Leonardo established the extent to which 

learned virtue would become an essential quality in much sixteenth-century female portraiture, 

irrespective of whether or not the sitter was a writer. Although the figure of the writing women 

gained increasing prominence over the fifteenth century, Isabella is a key example of someone 

who cultivated vernacular writing without necessarily engaging in the act of writing itself. 

Nevertheless, Isabella clearly embodied the ideal of the learned court woman and established 

herself as a serious cultural patron. As I discussed in Chapter Five, Isabella’s ongoing search 

for a portrait that she believed was suitable indicates the extent to which the standard female 

portrait conventions were not sufficient for a female sitter who wanted to convey her 

embodiment of the expanded female paradigm.  

 

It is particularly noteworthy that we again see Leonardo responding to this problem and 

arriving at a solution that satisfied Isabella. Even if the profile pose was a response to her 

demands, as Brown has suggested, Leonardo again used the concept of learned virtue to 

represent a female sitter in a new way. While this demonstrates his deep understanding of the 

expansion of female virtue, his ongoing innovations in representing learned virtue are his own 

contribution to the dialogue. His innovations not only anticipated many of the stylistic 

developments that are found in sixteenth-century portraiture, they established how women 

might be represented according to an expanded paradigm of female virtue. Leonardo himself 
                                                
19 Brown, "Leonardo and the Ladies," 57. 
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played a key role in the dissemination of these ideas. He left Mantua for Venice, taking the 

Louvre drawing of Isabella with him. That others saw it is indicated by a comment that 

Lorenzo da Pavia, instrument maker and Isabella’s agent, made to her.20 He reported to her on 

March 13, 1500, that the “portrait is exactly like you, and it could not be done better.”21 The 

flourishing of a new type of female portrait in Venice suggests the impact of all three of 

Leonardo’s portraits since the influence of his innovations is readily apparent. This is seen 

particularly in Giorgione’s Portrait of a Young Woman (“Laura”) (figure 60), which is 

especially pertinent for its representation of a female poet. Junkerman has demonstrated that 

the sitter here is represented as a poet in a much more explicit manner than had been seen 

before, due to the inclusion of the laurel.22 Even though the laurel does not form the poet’s 

wreath, Junkerman makes the point that the sitter would have been interpreted as a poet if it 

had been a man who was depicted.23 She observes that the sitter is wearing a man’s cloak, 

confirming that we can interpret the laurel as marking the sitter as a female poet who 

embodies masculine virtues.24 Yet it also recalls Leonardo’s use of the juniper, the laurel and 

the palm in his Ginevra and her assumption of the masculine virtù. Giorgione’s Young Woman 

makes the sitter’s identity as poet more explicit than the fifteenth-century examples, however, 

and it is possible to argue for a development in the picturing of the writing woman. At the 

same time, it is notable that there remains a tension between the conventional and still-nascent 

paradigms of feminine virtue. The sitter’s representation in a male cloak indicates that to a 

certain extent, female erudition remains rare and that writing is still gendered as a masculine 

activity, that can best be represented with male attributes, despite the growing number of 

female writers and women’s own declarations that their worth is in their learning.   

 

Even when the cultural phenomenon of the writing woman was at its height, the representation 

of learned virtue remains essential in portraits of writing women. Although there are few 

firmly identified portraits of sixteenth-century women writers, as with fifteenth-century 

women writers, Bronzino’s Portrait of Laura Battiferra (1523-1589), represents a well-known 

female poet whose work was first published in 1560 (figure 61). Her representation draws on 

earlier conventions. It looks back to Leonardo’s drawing of Isabella d’Este in that the sitter is 

represented in profile pose and is shown with a book but it also refers to Ghirlandaio’s 

Portrait of Lucrezia Tornabuoni (figure 1). Although Battiferra’s dress is more elaborate than 

                                                
20 Leonardo had also left a sketch of Isabella in black chalk or charcoal in Mantua, but as Isabella indicates in a 
letter of March 27, 1501, her husband had given it away. Brown, "Leonardo and the Ladies," 54; Syson, 
Leonardo da Vinci, 44. 
21 Brown, "Leonardo and the Ladies," 54. 
22 Junkerman, "The Lady and the Laurel," 54. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., 52-54. 
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Lucrezia’s and also includes jewellery, the use of a dark dress with a white shoulder covering 

and headscarf are comparable. While these no doubt refer to Battiferra’s status as widow, as 

with Lucrezia, they also refer to her piety and chastity. In doing so, they demonstrate that 

learned virtue remains the lens through which we should view the paradigm of the writing 

woman. The inclusion of the book of poetry makes a more explicit reference to the sitter’s 

erudition and her status as a poet, however. Unlike Isabella’s book, Laura’s book of poetry is 

open and it is possible to discern that two of Petrarch’s sonnets, numbers 64 and 240, are 

represented.25 Graham Smith has considered the significance of these sonnets and suggests that 

they present Laura Battiferra as a poet in the tradition of Petrarch himself.26 The fact that 

Battiferra’s words are not represented is noteworthy, however. It is striking that, even at this 

time, women writers must still present their achievements within the confines of standard 

feminine virtue.   

 

There is one example of a sixteenth-century portrait that might include the sitter’s words, 

however. Sebastiano del Piombo’s Portrait of a Lady (c.1520-25) shows a woman holding 

open a book of poetry (figure 62). Cox notes that there is a transcription of a poem that was 

legible until the late nineteenth century as Vittoria Colonna’s “Ovunque giro gli occhi o fermo 

il core” (It doesn’t matter where I turn my eyes).27 The sitter’s right hand points to herself 

while the left hand points to the words, whilst simultaneously holding open the book, thus 

making the suggestion that the words belong to the sitter. While it is tempting to make the 

assumption that this is a portrait of Vittoria Colonna, this has not been satisfactorily 

demonstrated:  the work is not the subject of any modern scholarship, and Campbell notes that 

it is a “heavily restored ruin of a once great portrait.”28 It is most likely Colonna’s status as the 

most famous of women writers that made the inclusion of her own verses possible, if this is 

indeed a portrait of her. Certainly the sitter has points in common with the representations of 

Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Ginevra de’ Benci and Cecilia Gallerani, most particularly in the three-

quarter view, looking out at the viewer like Ginevra. Although she does not wear any 

jewellery, she is dressed considerably more opulently than the fifteenth-century women 

writers, with richly brocaded red velvet sleeves and a white cloak draped over her left arm. 

Thus, the work draws on some of the conventions apparent in the earlier portraits while also 

being tied to ways of indicating a sitter’s position in the aristocracy.  

                                                
25 Graham Smith, "Bronzino's Portrait of Laura Battiferri," Source: Notes in the History of Art 15, no. 4 (1996): 
32; Pope-Hennessy, The Portrait in the Renaissance, 235. 
26 Smith, "Bronzino's Portrait of Laura Battiferri," 36. 
27 Cox, Women's Writing, dustjacket. 
28 Stephen J. Campbell, "Vittoria Colonna. Florence," The Burlington Magazine 147, no. 1230 (2005): 638. 
Campbell notes that this work was used for target practice during the Spanish Civil War. He does agree, however, 
that the sitter can be reasonably identified as Vittoria Colonna (638).  



 223 

 

Demonstrating that these later portraits of writing women looked back to their fifteenth-

century predecessors demonstrates the fundamental role that fifteenth-century writing women 

played both in establishing the cultural paradigm of the writing woman and in giving it a 

tangibility and permanence through painted representation. While the ways in which 

representations of sixteenth-century writers were somewhat expanded through the inclusion of 

a book, it is of fundamental importance that the sixteenth-century examples still balance the 

connotations of erudition within the long-standing virtue of piety. That is, female achievement 

is still presented within the context of learned virtue. In this way, there is a continuation that 

might be seen as a painted lineage of writing women. These painted representations could be 

understood in similar terms to the lineage of learned women that was initiated by Boccaccio 

with his De mulieribus claris several centuries earlier. As some of the earliest vernacular 

women writers in Italy, Lucrezia Tornabuoni, Ginevra de’ Benci and Cecilia Gallerani not 

only stood for the emergence of the female voice in early modern Italy; their representations 

positioned them as models of female achievement and played an important role in encouraging 

the continuation of the female voice in the sixteenth century. 
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