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Leonardo, Raphael, and Michelangelo are familiar names that are often
closely associated with the concepts of genius and masterpiece. But what
about Sofonisba Anguissola, Lavinia Fontana, and Irene di Spilimbergo?
Their names are unfamiliar, and their works are literally unknown.
Why?

Defining the Renaissance “Virtuosa” considers the language of art in rela-
tionship to the issues of gender difference through an examination of
art criticism written between 1550 and 1800 on approximately forty
women artists who were active in Renaissance Italy. Fredrika Jacobs
demonstrates how these theoretical writings defined women artists by
linking artistic creation with biological procreation and by asserting a
connection between an artist’s sex and her style. She also examines the
ambiguity of these women as both beautiful objects and creators of
beautiful objects. Jacobs’s study shows how deeply the biases of these
early critics have affected both subsequent reception of these Renais-
sance virtuose and modern SChOlarShiP.
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But, what shall I say to them now,
Our women, who assume this profession,
Who adopt paint, pen, chalk
And then explain the flight of their fame?

— Giulio Cornelio Gratiano,

Di Orlando Santo vita, 1636

I say that even later someone will

Remember us . . .

— Sappho
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

A COLLAGE of voices, past and present, informs us that “the woman
of the Renaissance is many women — mother, daughter, widow;
warrior, manager, servant; nun, heretic, saint, witch; queen, martyr,
seeker.”! She is also an artist — painter, sculptor, engraver, embroiderer.
Broadly speaking, this book is about Italian Renaissance women artists
— who they were and what they did. More specifically, it is about what
early modern writers say they were and about how the works they
produced are described. It is, therefore, a study concerned with the
critical language of art — the terms used to differentiate the artistic
productions of women from those of men, the methods by which the
female capacity to create was distinguished from that of the male, the
syntactic strategies employed to draw a likeness between the female as
maker and model, and the organizational principles used to delineate a
history of art monopolized by pittori and scultori and visited only margin-
ally by pittrici and scultrici. The intent here is not simply to identify
Renaissance virtuose but to illumine the definition of the wvirtuosa as
constructed in the early art historical discourse.

Today the names of Renaissance women artists are largely unfamiliar,
their identities often unknown. But to their contemporaries they were
worthy of recognition. Thus, in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century art
and civic histories, biographies, and poems we find the names of virtuose
recorded, their varying achievements assessed, and praise grudgingly or
generously accorded them. Sadly, few of the works they created remain.
Approximately half of the forty women artists discussed in this book
survive only as a name on a printed page. In a significant number of
cases, we have no images to associate with a name, no way to evaluate an
artist’s style, and no visual means of assessing critical pronouncements



INTRODUCTION

about a woman'’s artistic abilities. This lack of visual evidence deter-
mined the focus of this book. Texts, not images, are scrutinized. Rather
than analyze how an artist depicted her subject, this study examines how
the writer represented his, which is, of course, her.? The extreme but by
no means unique example of Irene di Spilimbergo demonstrates the
necessity of this methodological approach. Celebrated for her fluency
with the pen and the brush by more than one hundred forty poets in
more than three hundred Italian and Latin poems, Spilimbergo is un-
known today as a painter. Therefore, if we are to appreciate this woman
as a virtuosa we must turn to the texts that commemorate her. Only by
this method can we understand who this Venetian pittrice was, and, more
importantly, discover what the Renaissance virtuosa was and how she
came to be.

An artist’s inclusion in this study depends upon her having been
active in Italy during the sixteenth century. This criterion is flexible only
to the degree that her activity extended into the seventeenth century, as
happened, for example, with Sofonisba Anguissola and Lavinia Fontana,
or in the event that an artist’s only known work date to 1600, as is the
case with Isabella Parasole. (See Appendix One for a list of the artists
and the relevant sources.) The sources utilized dates primarily from the
sixteenth through the eighteenth century, though a few from the nine-
teenth century provided unique information.

The historical and geographical frame of this study is similarly the
product of authorial intent. Art history as we know it has its origins in
sixteenth-century Italy.® It was there and then that painting and sculp-
ture ceased to be regarded as crafts and became arti nobilissimi. More to
the point, it was during this era that the modern concept of the artist
was forged. Not only did the artisan become the artist; he became the
virtuoso, 2 man so outstandingly gifted that, to quote Vasari, “one can
claim without fear of contradiction that ... [such artists] are not
simply men but, if it be allowed to say so, mortal god[s].”* Among
the many artists privileged by this status was the sculptor Antonio
Rossellino. Vasari’s description of him paints a portrait of a man of
“rare virtue.” The description also illustrates the contextual elasticity of
the word virti as it relates to the definition of the virtuoso.
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It has ever been a truly and laudible and virtuous thing [cosa virtuosa] to be
modest and to be adorned with that gentleness and those rare virtues [rare
virtd] that are easily recognized in the honorable actions of the sculptor
Antonio Rossellino, who put so much grace into his art that he was esteemed
by all who knew him as something much more than a man and adored almost
as a saint for those supreme qualities that were united to his talent [virtd].

When this and similar passages in Vasari’s Le vite de’ pinl eccellenti pittori,
scultori, ed architettori, 1568, are read in conjunction with Gian Paolo
Lomazzo’s Trattato dell’ arte della pittura, scoltura, et architettura, 1584, which
contains chapter titles such as “Della virtt del colorire,” “Della virta del
lume,” “Della virtd della prospettiva,” the Renaissance concept of the
virtuoso comes into focus. Ideally, but not necessarily, he is an ethical man
who unequivocally possesses both inherent and learned artistic abili-
ties.® He exhibits virtuousness in his demeanor and virtuosity in his art.

So what is a virtuosa? Early texts present us with several options.
Giorgio Vasari's and Fra Serafino Razzi’s writings about Plautilla Nelli,
“a revered and virtuous sister |veneranda e virtuosa suora]” and a
competent if unexciting pittrice, imply that a virtuosa is a pious painter.
Descriptions of Marietta Robusti by Raffaello Borghini and Carlo
Ridolfi replace piety with physical beauty and musical talent: “it is
apparent that she combines many virtuous qualities (si vedero unite
molte virtuose qualita).” Scores of writers recognized similar qualities in
Irene di Spilimbergo. In fact, so great was her loveliness of body,
manner, and voice that the virtuosity of this virtuosa was of little conse-
quence. Almost all of the more than one hundred contributors to the
memorial volume of poems written in her honor, Rime . . . in morte della
Signora Irene, fail to mention her artistic abilities. Properzia De'Rossi, a
virtuosa with “capricious talent (capricciéso ingegno),” is an intriguing
variant. A beautiful and accomplished dancer, she was “excellent not
only in household matters, like the rest of them, but also in many
sciences.”” She was, moreover, daring. Challenging tradition, this virtuosa
reached for the chisel, a tool presumed to belong to the virtuoso. In
De’Rossi’s case, a virtuosa is, at least to some degree, a transgressor of
gender barriers.

Although it can be argued that the virtii of the virtuoso included (in



INTRODUCTION

addition to artistic virtuosity) good looks and munificence,® the virtu-
ous demeanor expected of the virtuosa challenged those who would praise
her to put a square peg into a round hole. In sixteenth-century Italy, the
terms “woman” and “artist” simply did not go together. In fact, the
“feminine” virtues desired of one were the opposite of the “masculine”
virtues expected of the other. Woman, by reason of being female, should
be silent, passive, and private. But if the virtuosa acted in accordance with
these standards, she could not fully engage in a profession that is all
about expression and public exposure. Early writers found a twofold
remedy to resolve the dilemma posed by the opposition. On the one
hand, they divided stylistic virtuosity into two different and readily
discernible types: masculine and feminine. On the other, they defined
the virtuosa as a distinct and exceptional category of the larger class
“female.” Together, these strategies permitted that which is masculine
(if not always male) to maintain a position of superiority, while still
acknowledging something what could not be ignored: some women were
artists.

Because the designation virtuosa, like virtuoso, appears fairly infre-
quently in early critical writings, understanding what the term signifies
requires understanding what constituted, for these writers, feminine and
masculine creativity and style. Organized around several themes, this
book is designed to carefully consider conventional topoi, analyze the
contextual meanings of aesthetic terms like ritrarre, imitare, invenzione,
fantasia, and grazia, and illumine the classical and contemporary writings
that informed concepts of artiste femminile in general and that of the
virtuosa specifically.

Chapter Two, “Problems of Praise and Pythagorean Contrariety,”
establishes the theoretical frame within which diverse concepts of art,
the artist, and aesthetic evaluation can be examined. It is within this
frame that a definition of the concept of virtuosa is put forth. This
chapter also considers the development of the history of art and wom-
an’s place within that history as established by certain conventional
analogies or comparisons. Chapter Three, “(Pro)creativity,” looks at the
language of artistic production, considers the conventional assumption
that it resembles biological generation, and examines how Renaissance
criticism reflected this comparison, to the detriment of women artists.



