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S
ecrecy operated on many levels within Renaissance court society. At Ferrara, the mecha­


nisms of secrecy helped shape and define the rule of Alfonso I d'Este (1476-1534; duke 

from 1505). His biographer, Paolo Giovio, observed that the duke frequently retreated to a 

secret room ("stanza secreta") in the Ferrarese castle, which was set up like a workshop ("bot­

tega"), in order to create a variety of decorative and sculpted objects, activities he performed to 

relax his spirit and escape idleness ("per fuggire l'otio") .1 Within the se private chambers- rooms 

not so much hidden as separated from the common areas and reserved for the duke-Alfonso 

combined solitude with industry, and leisure with sprezzatura, leaving his subjects to marvel at the 

virtuosity fueling princely performance.2 Visitors granted access to these spaces bore witness to 

the practice of seclusion as an agent of production and authority, an ideology that informs other 

works of art celebrating the duke: from the inscriptions invoking quies and solus on Antonio 

Lombardo's marble reliefs (ca. 1508), once displayed in the private suite ofrooms in the ducal resi ­

dence known as the camerini d'alabastro (possibly near the stanz a secreta mentioned above),3 to 

Mercury's gesture of silence in Dosso Dossi's Jupiter Painting Butterflies (ca. 1524; National Art 

Collection, Wawel Royal Castle, Kark6w) (fig. 5.1), executed most likely for the Villa Belvedere, a 

I. G iovio, Libe1· de vita, 7; Italian tran slati on by Ge lli, La Vita di Alfonso da Es tc, 1 S- 16 . G iov io's o bse rvation is co rroborated b y a 

letter dated 26 November 1523, in which th e duke writes to his sister Isabella d'E ste of Mantua, stating that he was se nding her a g ift of 

ceram ic dishes that he had made and deco rated in his sec ret s paces ("nostri loghi secreti ") ; sec M agna ni, l....tl ccrmnica Jerrarese, 1:15. 

2. For a study of th ese "secret" room s and studioli, sec Folin, "Studioli, vie co pertc, gallerie," 97- 109; and Liebe nwei n, St.udiolo. 

Campbell, Cosme Tura, 29, observes, "Th e symboli c force of the private study in fi guring th e 'co ntemplative life' was not itself new; 

wha t di stingui shed th e princely studi o was its redirection ofhumanist ideals of privac y (o liwn ) towards the political ends ofdi splay .. .. 

In esse nce th e studio was a backdrop agai nst whic h th e prin ce co uld sta ge th e appearance of industriou s so litud e, thereby affirmin g th e 
humani st id eology of perso nal culture as an entitlement to rul e:· 

3 . For Lombardo's reliefs and th eir inscriptions, sec th e entri es in the exhibiti o n catalogue II Ca. nerino di alabasln> : Sh ea rd , 

"Antoni o Lombardo's Reliefs;· and Goodga l, "Camerin o of Alfon so 1 d'E ste:· The precise locat io n of the ca111 erini d'alaba sln> in th e Via 

Copcrta, a narrow stretch of residential quarters co nn ecting the du cal castle to th e palace quarters, remains unreso lved. Certain ro o m s 

in th e Via Coperta di splay Alfonso's name (ALFONSVS.DVX. lll) carved o n th e architrave of the marbl e door fra mes, suc h as the o ne 

leading into th e Ca me ra del Pogg iolo; see Borella, "Lo 'Studio de preda Marmora fina,"' 117; and Hope, "I Came rini d'alabastro." 
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FIGURE 5.1. Dosso Dossi, Jupit e r Painting Bultetjlies, ca. 1524, oil on canvas, Krakow National Art 

Collection, Wawel Royal Cas tle. 


Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY. 


private estate situated just outside the walls of the city and in the middle of the river Po:1 In Dosso's 

painting, Jupiter figure s as an idealized image of a ruler, one who mandates privacy and silence so 

as not to be distracted from his tranquil but nonetheless official duties ofordering nature, a meta­

phor frequently aligned by Ferrarese humanists with prudent statecraft.5 

Alfonso sponsored a court culture heavily invested in secre cy, dissimulation, silence, and 

visual and verbal ciphers, thereby perpetuating the recurring theme within Renaissance humanist 

thought that "noble matters" are the possession of the elite.6 Celio Calcagnini (1479 - 1541), who 

served as apostolic protonotary, Este court historian, and chair of the Faculty of Rh etoric at the 

University of Ferrara, appreciated the paradoxical nature of secrets. H e argued in various letters 

and treatises that mysteries, whether verbal or visual, pagan or divine, are like treasures, being 

4. Fo r an interpretation of Dosso's Jupiter Paint.ing Butt e•Jlies, espec ially in relati o n to Lombardo's reliefs, see Fiorenza, Dosso 

Dossi, 2 1- 77. 

5. Fiorenza, Dosso Dossi, 56- 63. 

6. See, more broadly, Snyder, Dissi111u lat ion and tile Culture of Secrecy, who also discusses such practices at Ferrara (51). 
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valuable only when prudently unearthed, and not buried forever: "Mysteries are always mysteries, 

so long as they are not conveyed to profane ears."7 

Secrecy was not exclusively elitist, but also very practical for Este rule. By advocating solitude 

and silence in the making and meaning of works of art, Alfonso demonstrated hi s understanding 

of the dual nature of secrecy: that it implies its own revelation and structures identity and subjec­

tivity through a body of knowledge. As Karma Lochrie explains, secrecy is never as solitary an 

activity as it purports to be.8 Instead, secrecy operates in distinct social co ntexts, configuring 

power relations, with reticence, prudence, and the dissimulation of effor t in brilliant production 

lending the Este duke a special veneer to his identity. It is from the complementary perspectives of 

dissimulation and disclosure, of revelation and performance of what has been mystified that this 

essay will investigate specific examples ofEste artistic patronage, specifically small-scale, personal 

devotional paintings, and how they served not only as instruments ofpiety for a Christian prince, 
but moreover, as exoteric rhetorical devicesY 

In the year 1527, the Ferrarese artist Ludovico Mazzolino (ca. 1480-after 1528) painted two 

works for the duke: Christ Washing the Apostles' Feet (Philadelphia Museum ofArt) (fig. 5.2) and 

Christ and the Money Changers (Alnwick Castle, Northumberland). 10 While not strictly pendants 

owing to their different sizes, these two works present Christ as an exemplar ofhumility and as an 

enforcer of justice, kneeling modestly before his disciples in one panel and drivi ng the defilers out 

of the temple ofJerusalem in the other. Christ's deeds and actions constitute models of imitation 

for Alfonso, who needed to rule his subjects benignly but with uncompromi sed authority. The 

scene of the sacrifice of Isaac in the architectural roundel of the Philadelphia panel reinforces the 

th eme of obedience, from the unquestioning compliance to God's command to gestures of com­

munal respect and service among Christ and his apostles. 

In the Renaissance, Christ's words were valued for their ve iled wisdom. For Erasmus of 

Rotterdam, Christ appears as a great teacher, with scripture as the book containing hidden spiri­

tual meaning.11 He explains in his adage Sileni Alcibiades (1515) that the intentional obscurity of 

th e biblical parables and the veils offigurative language employed by Christ exercised one's cogni­

tive skills: "The parables of the Gospel, if you take them at face value- who would not think that 

they came from a simple ignorant man? And yet if you crack the nut, you find in side that profound 

wisdom, truly divine, a touch of something which is clearly like Christ himself' 12 Christ's d eeds 

and sayings were not only moral but at the same time practical and adaptable to personal and 

political contexts, witnessed, for example, by Christ's statement of unity, "The servant is not 

greater than his lord" (John 13: 16; KJV), spoken to his apostles after he washed their feet. 

7. Calcagnin i, Opera aliquot, 27, cited and translated in Wind, Pagan Mysteries ill the Rwaisscmce, I 1. On Calcag nini's career, see 
Tirabosch i, Storia della letturatum italia11a, 7.3 :870-73; Piana, Riccrche ed osserva zio11i; and Lazzari, "' Un encicloped ico del sec. XV1." 

8. Lochr ie, Covert Operatio11s, 1- 4. Sec also Eamon, Scie11ce a11d tir e Secrets ofNa ture. 

9. On the importance of"'small form s" for Renaissan ce rhetoric, see Colic, Resources ofKi11d, esp. 32-7S. 


I 0. See Zamboni, Ludovico Ma zzoli 11o, 26- 27, SOnS 1 ( Christ Wa shing tir eApostles' Feet), and 2S- 26, 3Snl (Christ mrd the Mon ey 

Changers) ; and Ballarin, Dosso Dossi, 1:2S7 (Christ Washi11g the Apostles' Feet); 2S9 - -60 (Christ and the Mo11ey Cha11gers). 1 agree wi th 

Zambon i (33) with regard to the patronage of these two panels and the correspond ing documents cited. 

11. See O'Malley, "Content and Rhetorical Forms," 243- 44, for Erasmus's view of Ch rist as a great teacher and scriptu re as th e 
book conta ining his "philosophy." 

12. Mann Phillip s, "Adages" ofEmsmus, 276. Erasmus goe s on to say that "' wh en it is a matter of knowledge, th e real truth al ways 

li es deeply hidde n, not to be understood eas ily or by many people." 

http:meaning.11
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FIGURE 5.2. Ludovico Mazzolino, Christ Washing the Apostles ' Feet, 1527, oil on wood, Philadelphia, 

Philadelphia Museum ofArt. 


The Philadelphia Museum ofArt /Art Resource, NY. 


Mazzolino's images coincide with the development of a humanist theology in sixteenth-century 

Italy, or what John O 'Malley and Salvatore Camporeale, among others, define as sacred oratory 

infused with classical rhetorical precepts, whereby the art of praise and blame concerning the 

events of Christ's life and his teachings (his beneficial ministry) overshadowed the focu s on 

abstract doctrines and dogma in preachers' sermons. 13 The image of Christ in the duke's pictures 

is one of an exemplary individual who combines wisdom, eloquence, and action to affect the 

moral fabric ofsociety. Through his artistic patronage Alfonso publicized his piety while structur­

ing his role as a caretaker and distributor ofdivine wisdom in the service of effective leadership. 

13. See th e ess ays by O'Malley, Religious C ulture iu th e Sixteeut/1 Ceut.w y ; and Ca mpo reale, "Renai ssance Humanism." Sec furth er 

Trink hau s, "Religious 1ho ught"; and O 'Rourke Boyle, Erasmus 011 Lauguage. 
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Mazzolino specialized in small-scale paintings emphasizing Christ's ministry, exemplified by 

his frequent renditions of Christ's disputations. Certain works depict episodes of Christ's teach­

ings within elaborate portrayals ofSolomon's temple at Jerusalem, ornamented with hieroglyphic 

and Hebrew inscriptions, two ancient languages that were valued in the Renaissance for their abil­

ity to simultaneously conceal and reveal the secrets of divine wisdom. 14 The various forms of 

ancient and arcane media in Mazzolino's paintings did not merely target, but more readily helped 

produce, shape, and maintain an exclusive audience, one able to decipher, deliberate on, and judi­

ciously explicate and apply the sacred mysteries of Christ's teachings that are (at least notionally) 

safeguarded by hieroglyphic and Hebraic veils. My emphasis will be on the humanistic nature of 

Mazzolino's imagery: how he shows Christ as subsuming, supplanting, and ultimately translating 

into the sphere ofaction the secrets ofdivine wisdom embodied in the ancient paraphernalia. Not 

only did Christ's teachings and his miracles prove his divinity and fulfill God's covenant, but they 

also established a testimony to authority-an ultimate referent for the unveiling of sacred enig­

mas-for Christian princes and their courtiers. 

Mazzolino worked extensively for the Este family, from decorating the private apartments of 

Duchess Lucrezia Borgia to executing small-scale, personal devotiona l paintings for Alfonso and 

his brothers Ippolito and Sigismondo.15 Relatively few documents survive that can be securely 

connected to his existing works. Nevertheless, there was a long tradition in Ferrara of artists col­

laborating with the Este and their humanist advisers.16 While not all of the images discussed below 

have a clearly documented Este provenance, Mazzolino's use of Hebrew and hieroglyphs helped 

construct a reconciliatory, catholic knowledge regarding divine wisdom for his courtly audience. 

This form of participatory yet privileged viewing experience faci litated the diplomacy operating 

within the Ferrarese court in the early sixteenth century, especially in light of the city's well estab­

lished and growing Jewish community-a community tolerated and protected by the Este, often 

in the face of opposition. Mazzolino's work for the Ferrarese court also received attention by elite 

patrons in nearby Bologna, resulting in paintings equally layered with meaning and containing 
hidden treasures ofdivine wisdom. 

The early provenance of Mazzolino's Christ Disputing with the Doctors (fig. 5.3 ), completed 

around 1522, and now in the National Gallery, London, is undocumented, but the painting serves 

as a prime example of how the artist structures various media of varying origin and type to cel e­

brate Christ's sacred and secret wisdom. 17 At the tender age of twelve, during the Passover fea st, 

Christ abandoned his parents and visited the temple of Jerusalem, where he debated with the 

learned doctors and scribes on undisclosed topics. According to the Gospel of Luke (2:41 - 51), 

this was the first occasion on which Christ taught, and the elders were amazed at his understanding 

14. See H aitovsky, "Hebrew Insc riptions." See also Busi, Enigma dcll 'e braiw , 73-97, for Hebrew insc ription s in Ferrarese paintings 
(including those by Mazzolino) in relation to Fcrrarese humanism. 

15. On Mazzolin o's art and caree r, se e Borse tti, 1-/isto,-ine almife,-ra,-iaegymna sia, 2:45 1- 52; Cittadella, Catalogo isto,-ico de' pitto,-i, 
1:96- 101; Barullaldi, Vita di Lodovico Ma zzolino; Zamboni, Ludoviw Ma zzolino; 13allarin, Dosso Dossi, J :232- 61; and the various 
do cument s transcribed by Frances chini, A,-tisti a Fe,-rnra. 

16. For spec ific case studies, see Gundcrshcimer, "Pa tronage of Ercole I d' Estc"; Schwa rzenb crg, "Die Lun etten" ( Italian 

tran slation edited by Bargellcsi, "Le lun ette"); and Colantuono, "Dies Alcycmine." On a broader level, see Ro senb erg, Este Monwn cnts; 
Campbell, Cosme Ttc,-a; and Fiorenza, Dosso Dossi. 

17. Zamboni, Ludovico Ma zzolino, 2 !, 44 - 45; Ballarin, Dosso Dossi, I :250. 

http:advisers.16
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FIGURE 5.3. Ludovico Mazzolino, Christ Disputing with the Doctors, ca. 1522, oil 

on wood, London, National Gallery. 


© National Gallery, London / Art Re source, NY. 
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of scripture. The Hebrew inscription in the architectural lunette behind Christ reads, "The House 

which Solomon built for the Lord" (1 Kings 6:2). 18 This quotation is a conscious anachronism by 

Mazzolino in an attempt to locate the event within the original temple ofJerusalem, the archetypi­

cal house ofworship, constructed by Solomon under divine supervision in order to house the ark 

of the covenant containing the Ten Commandments. Solomon's temple, which was sacked by the 

Babylonians in 587 BCE, was subsequently rebuilt and later expanded by Herod in 20 BCE. It was 

in the so-called Second Temple that Christ held his disputations. Appropriately, Mazzolino depicts 

Moses giving the Ten Commandments to his people in a monochrome relief just under the inscrip­

tion, thereby complementing the theme of the preservation and dissemination of God's laws. The 

first book of Kings equates Solomon with wisdom, namely the wisdom to execute justice within 

the temple. 19 As the inventor of parables and spiritual songs, Solomon used his divinely inspired 

wisdom to preserve and dispense the laws of God. In Mazzolino's composition, Christ appears as 

Solomon's successor, seated on an elaborate throne with sphinxes at its base, further corroborating 

the belief that God masked his wisdom. 20 Whereas the biblical identities of Solomon and Mose s 

are regulated by the written word and monochrome images, Christ springs forth in vivid colors 

and spirited gestures: he represents the renewal and revelation of divine wisdom that challenges 

and confounds the Pharisees and their lawsY Mazzolino portrays Christ in the role of a public 

orator, whose eloquence reaches a broad audience. His verbal performance stands in marked con­

trast to the ancient battle scenes shown in monochrome relie£ visual examples of how the 

breakdown ofrational communication leads to conflict. In essence, the painting seeks to move and 

delight viewers, promoting the peaceful ministries of Christ, beginning with his first public 

address, equivalent to the revelation ofMosaic law. 22 

But it would be a mistake to claim that the Hebrew inscription and characters in Mazzolino's 

London panel produce a set of associations that are exclusively negative or obsolete, merely 

intended to be overshadowed. On the contrary, by the late fifteenth century, Hebrew was being 

studied as a philological tool for elucidating scripture. 23 Although only a handful of Renaissance 

18. Translations of th e Hebrew insc riptions in Mazzolino's paintings derive from Haitovsky, "H ebrew Insc ription s." The author, 

138, obse rves that the quotation from l Kings 6:2 appears in other paintings of the sa me subj ec t by Mazzol ino, as we ll as in hi s Ecce 
Homo ( Musee Co nde, C hantilly ) . 

19. Sec especially l Kings 3- 4. 

20. Acco rding to G iovanni Pico della Mirandola ( 1463- 94 ), who adapts a theory originally formulated by Plutarch, th e Egy ptians 

adorn ed th eir templ es with sphinxes "to indicate that di vin e knowledge, if it is co mmitted to writing at all, mu st be covered with 
enigmatic veils and poetic di ssimulat io n"; quoted in Wind, Pagan Mysteries in th e Renaissan ce, 17. 

2 1. See Kess ler, "Medieval Art as Argument," for medieva l exegeses concerning th e pictorial m etaphor from the Epistle to 

H ebrews ( I 0: I), that th e law is but a "shadow " to C hri st's "tru e image:· Notab ly, Barrufaldi, Vita eli Lodovico Ma zzolino, l4nl , observes 

that Mazzolino painted with "hot an d lively " co lors, toge th er with interesting portrayals of eld ers and sa ints in a manner all hi s own : "II 

colorito di lui e assai caldo e viva ce, i suoi vecchi interessanti, e ogni co sa finiti ssima. So leva coro narc il capo de' suoi santi d 'una 
particular luce a tante aureole concentriche; modo tutto proprio di questa arti sta:· 

22. See O'Malley, "Egidio da Viterb o and Renais sance Rom e," 80, for th e affective dim ensio n of sac red oratory to produce the 
des ired effec t of moral betterment. 

23. See Resnick, "Lingua dei, lingua hominis"; Fri edman, Mo st Ancient Testimony; and Rud erman, "Ita lian Renai ssan ce and Jewish 

Thought." Ruderman observes that wh ile many C hristian mission aries and polemicists mined J ewish texts, from rabbinic homilies to 

th e kabba lah, to legitimate the Christian faith and point out th e errors, shortcomings, and perversity ofJudai sm, th e intell ec tual pursuit 

of Chri stian humanists, chief among th em Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola, passionately so ught to underwrite the esse nti al 

and catholic divin e truths that were com mon possess ion of all humanity and all cu ltures, "a unity and harmon y of religiou s insight, a 

basic co re of universal truth" (397). 
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Christians could read Hebrew, there was a strong theological tradition commending Hebrew as a 

privileged language, original to mankind and preserving the hidden order of nature as designed by 

God?'~ One Christian scholar claimed, "For when reading Hebrew I seem to see God Himself 

speaking when I think that this is the language in which God and the angels have told their minds 

to man from on high:'25 Because its script was largely "alien" and illegible, Hebrew was seen to 

embody a talismanic quality in Renaissance painting. 26 In this light, the presentation of Christ in 

debate below the Hebrew inscription in Mazzolino's London Christ Disputing with the Doctors can 

be seen to offer his patron a more immediate and profound experience with the divine-a daz­

zling revelation of God's secrets through Christ's oratory. 

How might Mazzolino's paintings function at the Este court? Ferrara was an important refuge 

for Jews expelled or fleeing persecution from other states throughout Europe, and the Este devel­

oped close ties with the Jewish communityY On account of its politics of tolerance, the court 

benefited greatly from Jewish money-lending practices. Under Duke Ercole I d'Este ( 1431-1505; 

duke from 1471), Alfonso's father, Ferrara had become an important center for the printing of 

Hebrew texts. Jews enjoyed exemption from paying taxes by ducal order in 1473, and they estab­

lished a synagogue in the early 1480s. Ferrarese Christians also took a strong interest in Jewish 

customs and rituals. In 1498, the Jewish scholar Abraham ben Mordecai Farissol ( 1452- ca. 1528) 

performed a ritual circumcision in the Ferrarese house of Pellegrino Prisciani, the astrologer and 

ducal librarian, who served as a witness in the company of other Christians.28 Farissol was highly 

active in the Italian humanist arena and may have even taught Hebrew to Christians, among them 

Prisciani, who knew Hebrew well. These events are characteristic ofwhat Jerome Friedman sees as 

a peculiar trend in the Renaissance of a Judaizing of the Christian religion, of a return to Hebraic 

sources and practices to determine the meaning ofGod's words and strengthen the faith. 29 Farissol, 

who originated from Avignon and lived for a time in Mantua before settling in Ferrara by 1472, 

perhaps viewed the religious climate in Italy with a mixture of appreciation and criticism, noting 

in his Magen Avraham (The Shield of Abraham) of 1500-1512, an anti-Christian treatise, that 

Judaizing Christians abided by the following: 

One of the sages described their faith in the following manner ... one should take heed to keep all the 

practices enjoined ... in the Mosaic law ... while remaining faithful to the mystery and prefiguration 

that is alluded to or ordained in the new teaching of]esus ... . And he believed and affirmed that it was 

24. Res nick, "Liugua dei, liugua l10miuis," 51-74, has assembled a wide range of authorities from St. Jerome to St. Augustin e to 
Dante Alighieri who affirm that H ebrew was th e language of Adam, with H ebrew scriptures, because they antedate all o ther ancient 

w ritings, being "more reliable records both of the early history ofman and ofprimordial divine truths" (56) . See further Eco, Search for 
the Perfect Lauguage, 7-33. 

25. Q}1oted in Friedman, MostAucieut TesliuJouy, 73 . The quotation is from the German lawyer Johannes Reuchlin (1455-1 522 ), 
who pioneered the study ofHebrew for Christians, and who argued that "God wished hi s sec rets to be known to man through Hebrew." 

26. See Wood, Forgeoy, Replica, Ficliou, 278-79. 

27. Se e above all Ruderman, World of a J~cuaissauce Jew. Also informative are Campbell, Cosme 'lltm, 99- 129; Franceschini, 

Presenz a ebraica a Fermra; and Robert Bonfil, "Judeo-Christian Cultural Relations," with further bibliography. 

28. On Prisciani, see Rotondo, "Pellegrino Prisciani." Prisciani's connection with Fari ssol is discussed by Rud erman, World of a 
Renaissance Jew, 28, and moreover ofrers a comprehensive biography ofFarissol. On Farissol's connec tion with artists and humani sts at 

th e Ferrarese court, se e further Busi, Euigma dell ebmico, 73-97. 

29. Friedman, Most Aucieut Testimouy, 182- 94 

http:Christians.28
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necessary to be circumscribed and baptized, to wear a prayer shawl and phylacteries and observe all 

the practical precepts [of the law] and at the same time to remember the Christian concept ofGod.30 

Such a convergence between Christian and Jewish cultures continued in Ferrara under the rule of 

Alfonso I. The duke protected the city's Jewish population, permitting their businesses to prosper 

and allowing the establishment ofa Jewish confraternit}'i a voluntary pious association known as a 

Gemilut Hasadim, in 1515.31 UltimatelYi however, the Este's relationship with the Jews was utili­

tarian, and the court at times buckled under the pressure of the papacy and other religious 

institutions. In 1508, for example, Alfonso acquiesced to a combination of thundering sermons, 

political advice, and public pressure, establishing the Monte di Pieta in Ferrara, which curtailed 

Jewish money lending.32 Tensions between Christians and Jews in Ferrara also manifested them­

selves in the compulsory theological debates sponsored by the Este. 

Sometime between 1487 and 1490, at the request of Duke Ercole I and his wife, Eleanora, 

Farissol engaged in a series of public debates with Ludovico Valena, a Dominican, and Petrus 

Malfetta, a Franciscan.33 Farissol was also compelled to write down his arguments in order to fur­

ther defend his answers, all of which he records in his Magen Avraham. The topics of the 

disputations focused on the legitimacy and relative superiority ofJudaism or Christianit}'i and the 

participants each deliberated on such issues as prophecYi miracles, divine intervention, Mosaic 

law, usury, the Incarnation, and the Trinity. Public disputations occurred elsewhere in Ital}'i at 

Rimini and Milan, for instance, and while peaceful, they nevertheless served to display the inher­

ent prejudice of the Christian population against theJews. As has been noted, the spirited tenor of 

the Ferrarese debates corresponds closely to the liveliness and emotional intensity ofMazzolino's 

paintings.34 Given Farissol's connection with the inner circles of the Este court, in which he culti­

vated personal friendships with Prisciani and Calcagnini, it is tempting to speculate that he served 

as an advisor to Mazzolino, spelling out the Hebrew inscriptions in his paintings, and in turn sup­

plying the translation to the artist's patrons.35 Whether or not Mazzolino and his courtly patrons 

actually knew Hebrew is a moot point, because his paintings give the appearance ofliteracy in the 

language that God supposedly spoke to Adam. Possession of the painting implies knowledge ofits 

mysterious content. A patron could in turn let the painting "speak" for him without entering into 

debate, allowing silence to act as a means ofdissimulation and circumventing heated encounters.36 

The use ofJewish imagery and Hebrew inscriptions played both a theological and a political role 

in Ferrarese art since the fifteenth century. For example, Cosme Tura's Roverella altarpiece (ca. 14 7 4) 

and Garofalo's extraordinary fresco of the Crucifix with Ecclesia and Synagoga of 1523, express 

30. Friedman, MostA,Jcient Testimony, 188. 

31. Ruderman, "Founding ofa Gemilut Hasadim"; Horowitz, "Jewish Confraternal Piety:' 

32. Ruderman, World ofa Renaissance Jew, 85-97. 

33. 1he dispute is analyzed by Ruderman, World ofa Renaissance Jew, 57-84. 

34. See the observation by Haitovsky, "Hebrew Inscriptions," 141. Haitovsky fails to cite Ruderman's essential study ofFarissol 

and his Magen Avralwm, which clarifies the dating of the Ferrarese debates and Farissol's proper life dates. 

35. llusi, Enigma deii ebraico, 95-971 notes the connection between Calcagnini and Farissol, and also suggests Farissol as the 

possible adviser for Mazzolino. As Haitovsky, "Hebrew Inscriptions," 134-35, notes, Mazzolino must have had a Jewish adviser because 

that name ofGod is abbreviated in his Hebrew inscriptions, complying with the customs ofobservant Jews that forbid the spelling out 

or voicing of God's name. 

36. In Calcagnini's dialogue Descriptio silentii, 491-94, he analyzes in detail the practical, rhetorical, and philosophical merits of 

silence as exemplified by classical authors like Plutarch, Pindar, Xenocrates, and Aesop. 

http:encounters.36
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anti-Jewish ideologies and the politics of toleration respectively.37 It follows that there is a political 

currency to Mazzolino's art as well, one that brokers the Este's relationship with the city's Jewish com­

munity. Christ and the Money Changers, noted above, presents a rhetorical enticement in support of 

the Monte di Pi eta established in Ferrara, especially given Farissol's outspoken defense ofJewish 

money lending. Yet one can also see a more diplomatic and reconciliatory theme operating in 

Mazzolino's works, which, like Garofalo's fresco, are also cast in antiquity. Ancient customs and writ­

ings are brought under the umbrella ofChrist's ministry to strengthen Christian leadership. 

Further evidence that the Este valued Hebraic learning and ancient Jewish rituals and customs 

comes from another version of Mazzolino's Christ Disputing with the Doctors, now in the Galleria 

Doria Pamphilj, Rome (fig. 5.4).38 Although Mazzolino painted several versions of this subject, the 

Doria Pamphilj panel is here identified with the one commissioned by Sigismondo d'Este ( 1480­

1524), the brother of Alfonso, and paid for on 26 January 1520. This provenance is based on the 

dating ofthe panel on stylistic grounds, the overall high quality ofthe work in terms oftechnique and 

composition, and the complexity of the Hebrew inscription. As in his other works of the same sub­

ject, Mazzolino stages an opposition between the Pharisees who, clutching their texts, are bent on 

enumerating proofs, and Christ, who stands as a model classical orator, stirring his audience and 

commanding admiration through his speech.39 The young Christ rests his arms on a lectern, confi­

dent in his debate with the Pharisees, who appear lost in their texts as they attempt a rebuttal. The 

Hebrew inscription in the architectural roundel contains a unique command from God to Moses and 

his people, recorded in Leviticus 23:42: "In the sukkah you will dwell seven days every citizen in 

Israel:'40 The inscription makes reference to the holiday ofSukkot, or the Feast ofBooths. This holi­

day comes five days after Yom Kippur and commemorates the Jews who fled Egypt and lived in 

makeshift booths (sukkot) in the desert. Notably, the dedication ofthe temple ofSolomon coincided 

with the holiday of Sukkot.41 As Dalia Haitovsky observes, the inscription aligns the Jewish festival 

with the consecration ofJerusalem's original templej subsequently, at the precocious age of twelve, 

Christ inaugurates his reign ofwisdom within that very temple.42 

Reading the Hebrew permits the patron to make the connection for his audience between the 

time of the dedication of Solomon's temple and the time of Christ's maturity: the public demon­

stration of his divine nature and the translation of sacred mysteries through his learning. 

Sigismondo d'Este's ability to translate and interpret the Hebrew message (even if it was provided 

37. On the Roverella Altarpiece, see Campbell, Cosme Tura, 99-129; and Busi, Enigma dell ebraico, 83-90. On Garofalo's fresco, 

see Katz, Jew in tlte Art oftlte Italimt Renaissance, 69-98. Following the relaxation of the laws requiringJews to wear earrings and yellow 
badges, Hebrew script was one of the most "distinguishing signs" ofJewish identity for Christians; see Owen Hughes, "Distinguishing 

Signs." 

38. Zamboni, Ludovico Mazzolino, 32, 54-55; Ballarin, Dosso Dossi, 1:244. 

39. See O'Malley, "Content and Rhetorical Forms," 240, for the emphasis on movere and delectare in sermons. 

40. Haitovsky, "Hebrew Inscriptions," 135-41, also notes the significance of this inscription in relation to Christ's salvation. 1he 

translation in the King James Version reads, "Ye shall dwell in booths seven days; all that are Israelites born shall dwell in booths:' 

41. On representations of the sukkot in Ferrara, see Manca, "Renaissance 1hcatcr and Hebraic Ritual:' See further Haitovsky, 

"Hebrew Inscriptions," 138-39. According to 1 Kings 6:38, the dedication of the temple was postponed for eleven months after its 

completion. In addition, 1 Kings 8:2 reads, ''All the people ofisrael assembled to King Solomon at the festival in the month Ethanim, 

which is the seventh month:' 

42. 1he dedication of Solomon's temple thus begins with the Sukkot, and conceptually ends with Ecce Homo, when Christ is 

presented to the Jews in the temple just before his crucifixion, as noted by Haitovsky, "Hebrew Inscriptions," 138-39. Mazzolino's Ecce 
Homo, now in Dresden, features the same inscription: "In the sukkah you will dwell seven days every citizen in Israel:' 

http:temple.42
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FIGURE 5.4. Ludovico Mazzolino, Christ Disputing with the Doctors, ca. 1520, oil on wood, Rome, 

Galleria Doria Pamphi lj. 


Alinari I Art Resource, NY. 
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for him) helped shape and affirm his power and superior learning in the face ofFerrara's substantial 

Jewish community, who might appeal to their own laws and customs as more ancient and there­

fore more authoritative. Through strategic pairings, Mazzolino's Doria Pamphilj panel merges the 

sacred laws and festivals of the ancient Hebrews with the public oratory of Christ, who figures as a 

terminus for divine and benign authority. 

Mazzolino's ability to provide his courtly audience with a visual formula that conceals yet 

reveals sacred wisdom extends to his Christ and the Adulterous Woman, painted around 1 S 19, and 

now in Florence's Galleria Palatina (fig. S .S) :13 This small-scale panel confronts the viewer with the 

convergence ofHebrew and hieroglyphic inscriptions in the context ofChrist's ministry. The orig­

inal patron is unknown, but the painting expands on the symbolism of the sphinxes found in his 

London panel mentioned above, implying that Christ provides the doorway to the repositories of 

ancient mysteries. Although Mazzolino incorporated hieroglyphs in other works, his Christ and 
the Adulterou s Woman is exemplary for staging boundaries of restriction and distinction through a 

viewing experience. 

Numerous Renaissance commentators defined hieroglyphics as a sacred language, seeing the 

enigmatic ideograms and pictograms used by the ancient Egyptians as encoded with divine truth 

at the time of God's creation.44 A well-known example comes from Erasmus in his adage Festina 

lente (1508), which states that hieroglyphs were used by priests and theologians in Egypt, "who 

thought it wrong to exhibit the mysteries of wisdom to the vulgar in open writing, as we do; but 

they expressed what they thought worthy to be known by various symbols, things or animal s, so 

that not everyone could readily interpret them. But if anyone deeply studied the qualities of each 

object, and the special nature and power of each creature, he would at length ... understand the 

meaning of the riddle."45 The language of images comprising hieroglyphics represented the lan­

guage of God, "because God," in the words of the Marsilio Ficino, "has knowledge of things not 

through a multiplicity ofprocesses, but rather as a simple and firm form of the thing."·lo As a time­

less language, hieroglyphs enabled an immediate and all-encompassing comprehension of the 

es sence (or nature) of the things pictured, combining wisdom and knowledge in the design of 

images. It should also come as no surprise that hieroglyphs were studied in conjunction with 

Hebrew in the Renaissance, as both were employed as methods of exegesis, capable of expressing 

a broad and continually expanding spiritual meaning. 47 

43. Zamboni, Ludo vico Mazzo ino, 25, 41; Ballarin, Dosso Dossi, I :245-46. 

4 4. Amo ng th e more recent studi es on hi eroglyph s and Egyptology in th e Renai ssance are Curran, Egyptiml Rcnnissa~~cc; Curran, 

"Hyp nerotomacllia Poliphili and Renai ssance Egyptology"; Eco, Search for tile Pe1ject Language, I 44-77; Wittkowcr, "Hieroglyphi cs in 

th e Ea rly Ren aissa nce"; D empsey, "Renaissance Hi eroglyphic Studi es"; Galis, "Conce aled Wisdo m," 363-75; and Iversen, Mytll of 
Egypt. 

45. Mann Phillips, '~ldages" of Erasmus, 175; and Green e, "Erasmus's Festi>W lente." In his 1517 translati on of H orap ollo 's 

J-/ierogly pllica, th e Bolognese humanist Filippo Fasanini also valu es the symboli c nature of hiero glyphi c characters (" hieroglyph a 
gram mati ca'') b ecause of th eir ability to co ncea l th e most sec ret d octrin es and th e most worthy pieces of knowledge of Egyptian 

re ligio n, yet reveal thi s informati o n to the learn ed, who could grasp "the enigma of meaning" ("aeni gma sententiac") through informed 

deliberation, and subsequently obtain th e highes t hon o rs; see Curran, Egyptian Renaissan ce, 156-58, I 81 -82. 

46. Quoted in Wittkowe r, "Hi eroglyphics in th e Ea rly Renaissance," 116. 

47. D empsey, "Renaissa nce Hieroglyph ic Studies," 345, obse rves th at hiero glyphic was not se en as th e exclusive domain of 

Egypti an culture, but was promo ted "as a universal symboLic mean s of co mmuni cati o n among th e educated, a means, moreover, 

in extri cably intertwin ed with spec ulatio n ab out the origins oflanguage and th e lan guage of God himself." 
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FIGURE 5.5. Ludovico Mazzolino, Chris t and the Adulterous Woman, ca . 15 19, oi l on 


wood, Florence, Gall eria Palatina, Palazzo Pitti. 


Erich Lessing I Ar t Resource, NY. 
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In 1556 Pierio Valeriano ( 14 77 -ca. 1560) published his Hieroglyphica, a text that represented 

at that time the sum of knowledge on hieroglyphs and Egyptian culture. The Hieroglyphica claims 

that Christ and his apostles, following in the footsteps of Moses, David, and the prophets, used a 

hieroglyphic method in veiling the primordial mysteries and sacred truths of their words through 

p arables and other forms of figurative speech:18 Valeriano's appreciation of Christ's hieroglyphic 

method adds another layer of meaning to interpreting Mazzolino's Christ and the Adulterous 

Woman. The composition shows Christ disputing with the scribes and Pharisees over the fate of a 

woman caught committing adultery. According to the Gospel ofJohn (8:3-11), the Pharisees, in 

their attempt to trap Jesus in a legal co nundrum, believing him to be a false Messiah, appeal to 

Mosaic law, which prescribes ston ing any woman who has committed adultery. Appropriately 

enough, Mazzolino depicts a scene in monochrome ofMoses receiving the Ten Commandments. 

The gospel relates that Jesus scrawled undisclosed words on ground with his finger, and one sees 

in the painting a scribe bending down and straining to read those words in the shadows. When the 

Pharisees continued to question him,Jesus replied, "He that is without sin among you, let him first 

cast a stone at her" (John 8:7). Christ's retort caused the elders to disperse, and the woman's life 

was spared. In Mazzolino's painting, Christ's posture conveys superiority, whereas the Pharisee 

kneels down to read Christ's writing as if in supplication:19 At left, one elder walks away, visibly 

stupefied . While the message is one of tolerance and Christian mercy, the artist presents the sub­

ject in such a way that Christ's words are fundamentally civil and humane. The painting contrasts 

the Pharisees, whose strict adherence to ancient law can only reach a fatal conclusion, with Christ, 

whose response avoids proof in favor of moral and ethical reasoning. 

The hieroglyphs on the temple are adapted from a famous and often-copied series of antique 

reliefs that once adorned the early Christian church of S. Lorenzo fuori le Muri in Rome. These 

same naval symbols also se rved as the basis for the fictive relief in Sebastiana del Piombo's emblem­

atic portrait ofAndrea Doria, the great naval admiral, of 1526 (Galleria Doria Pamphilj, Rome).50 

Like the hieroglyphs in the portrait, which both conceal and reveal the inner character ofAndrea 

Doria, the hieroglyphic frieze in Mazzolino's Christ and the Adulterous Woman veils the deeper 

spiritual message of Christ's words. Conventional aids, such as the eyeglasses or literary compen­

dia used by the scribes in this and in other paintings by Mazzolin o, fail to unravel the primordial 

truths underlying his teachings. This reading is reinforced by th e Hebrew inscription in the roun­

del, which again reads, "The House which Solomon built for the Lord." As in his other paintings, 

this citation is paired with a monochrome scene of Moses receiving the Ten Commandments, 

highlighting the role of the Hebrews as protectors and bearers ofGod's law. Mazzolino enables the 

viewer to follow how the sacred mysteries and divine laws encoded in the ancient symbols of the 

48 . Vale rian o, Hicrog fy p!Jica , fols. 3v- 4r; quoted by Ga lis, "Co ncealed Wisdom," 365nl 0: "Sed nc in co nquirendi s mu ltis laborarc 

vi dea r, c um ha c hi croglyphi ca institucndi ratione similitudin em habere comperio divinas nostronunliteras, ita omnia mystico quod am 

sensu scripta quaecunqu e Moses, quae David, qua e Prophctae rcliqui coelcsti spiritu afllati protulerunt. ln nova vcro lege novoquc 

ins trumento c um Assertor nos te r ait, Aperiam in parabo1i s os m e um, e t in aenigmate antiqua loquar, quid aliud s ibi vo luit, quam, 

hie roglyphi ce se rm o nem faciam, et allegorice vctusta re rum proferam monumenta. Et illud, Jes us in Parabolis loquebat ad turbas, 

no nn e se rmones suos arcana quasi vclami ne quodam co ntegebat. Pari modo vid emus Apostolos ab usitato loquendi more recessissc, 

ut sacra d e D co di cta e ceteris scrip ti s, s ic ut m e rita di g nitate, ita et forma qu adam disccrnerentur, ne coelestium mystcriorum mai estas 

pass im et ind iscre te pa tesce re t, sa nc tumque canibu s, ct margarita porcis ex pon erent ." 

49. For an informative read ing ofPieter Bruege l's treatm e nt of the same subj ect, see Kavaler, Pider Bruegel, 13- 20 . 

SO. See Leonc ini, "Deduzioni iconografic he"; and Gorse, '1\ugustan Mediterranean Iconography," with further bibliography. 
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Egyptians and in the writings of the Hebrews are subsumed and renewed through the public 

teachings of Christ, the divine successor to Moses and Solomon. If there is a secret message 

encoded in the series of hieroglyphs in the Galleria Palatina panel, it would have been up to the 

artist or humanist adviser to reveal the meaning to the patron. In Filarete's Trattato di Architettura, 
written in Milan around 1460 to 1464, the ideal prince commissions his architect to devise a mon­

ument with an original and covert hieroglyphic inscription, desiring that its cipher be disclosed to 

him only at a later date.5 1 Ultimately, Mazzolino's courtly patrons could be seen to preserve and 

perpetuate the dynamic process of spiritual thought through the ownership, di splay, and discus­

sion of the ancient inscriptions and aenigmata. 

Leon Battista Alberti, in a discussion on ornament from his fifteenth-century De Re Aedificatoria 

( 8:4), suggests that hieroglyphs should replace ordinary letters and conventional inscriptions on 


monuments, which would otherwise be forgotten and fade into oblivion. Alberti insists that hiero­


glyphs, just like Greek and Roman narrative relief sculptures honoring famous men, would always be 


acce ssible to later generations, but only by "expert men ... to whom alone noble matters should be 


communicated:'52 The hieroglyphs that appear on Solomon's temple in Mazzolino's painting there­


fore provide a symbolic gloss on divine secrecy inherent in the scriptural episode. Christ's words 


combine universality and exclusivity, sacredness and permanence in their hieroglyphic mode of 


address, accessible to privileged minds for all eternity.53 Following Alberti's lead, it is possible to read 

the entire imagery of Mazzolino's Christ and the Adulteress Woman as a hieroglyph, connected with 

the invention of the figurative arts. 54 It is significant that Calcagnini, who also wrote a translation of 

the Hieroglyphica ofHorapollo sometime between 1505 and 1517, draws parallels between pictorial 

design and hieroglyphs. 55 In the dedication letter to his cousin Tommaso1 Calcagnini states that his 

translation was like a preparatory drawing for a large painting, which served as a preview, putting 

before the viewer's eye the difficulties that needed to be addressed by his intellectual faculties. 56 

Accordingly1 with his exuberant display ofHebrew and hieroglyphs, Mazzolino exercises the intuitive 

and interpretive faculties ofhis viewers regarding Christ's actions and sayings. 

5 I . "H e also wanted an obelisk ere cted in th e middl e of th ese two th ea ters w ith th e letters that l have mention ed in th e fo rm s of 

animal s and o th er things, almost like th e Egyptian o nes [c1uasi come qt< elleegiz ia c!J e]. H e wanted me to write his name and th e date, th at 

is, th e yea r. H e said he wanted this don e before he und erstood th em, althou gh, as he sa id, he wan ted th em explain ed to him later"; 

qu o ted and tran slated in Curran, Egyptian Renaissa nce, 85-86. Bur ro ughs, "Hierogly phs in th e Stree t," 6 1, 77 n29, also cites the relevant 

exampl e ofBramante's invented hi eroglyph for th e Vati can Palace, a propo sal rejec ted by Julius II b ecause th e rebus was no t uniqu e. 

52. Alberti, Ou tile Art of Building, 256. See also Burroughs, "Hi eroglyph s in th e Stree t," 57- 8 1. Burroughs ( 60 ) no tes that Paolo 

Cortes i's De Cardiualatu (ca. 15 10) reco mmends th e use of aeuignwta and apologi be rese rved fo r th e pri vate are nas of a palace. 

53.1he mystical w ritings attributed to Dionysius th e Aeropagite effec tively co nfir m ed fo r Renaissance humani sts and th eologians 

th at th e sac red scriptures fun ction ed all egorically by preser ving "th e holy and sec ret truth" thro ugh "unutterable and sac red enigmas"; 

cited in C urran, Egyptian Renaiss an ce, 74; and see Wind, Pagan Mysteries, 20. 

54. C urran, "Hyp nerotomacllia Polipl•ili and Renai ssa nce Egy ptology," 160, observes th at "Alb er ti app ea rs to place the inventio n 

of hi eroglyphs at th e beginning of th e histo ry of th e figurative arts, ceding, in th e process, th e inventio n of thi s art to th e Egyptian s." ln 

additi o n, Galis, "Co ncealed Wi sdom," interprets Lorenzo Lotto's d es igns fo r th e inl:arsia covers in th e cho ir of S. Maria Maggio re, 
Bergamo ( l 524) as fun ctionally hieroglyphic . 

55. Ce lio Calcagnini, Opera aliquot, 18-20, reprinted with an Italian translatio n in Sava rese and Gareffi, La let:temtura ddk 

immag ini nel Cinqu ecento, 57 - 68. 

56. Calcagnini, Opera aliquot, 18; Savarese and Gareffi, La letteratura delleimmagi11i, 60: "Et profccto, qui sunt mai o rem quampi am 

picturam aggressuri, so lent eiu s ves tigia, quod icho nographiae benefici um es t, prae no tare, tum ut aliorum iudicia eliciant, tum ut 

habea nt prae oculis in qui bus pe riclitetur ingen ium." 
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Mazzolino's u se of ancient and arcane paraphernalia also draws attention to the temple as a 

wo rk of art in and of itself. Mazzolino's highly ornamental style and portrayal of exotic oriental 

costumes, colors, and inscriptions bypasses Greek and Roman cultures to offer a different kind of 

antiquity and classici sm from that ofhis contemporary Raphael, to whom he is so often negatively 

compared. The first book of Kings, chapter 6, describes in great detail Solomon's temple, with its 

precious materials and elaborate figu rative carvings. Mazzolino's imaginative conce ption of the 

temple ofJerusalem in his paintings emerges as a palimpsest of King Solomon's divinely inspired 

artifice. The Hebrew inscription celebrating Solomon's role as architect effectively doubles as a 

Solomonic identity for the artist. In other words, the Hebrew se rve s as type of emblematic self­

presentation of artistic wit, ingenuity, and the bizarre so admired by the Ferrarese court. 57 Notably, 

Lorenzo Costa (1460-1535), Mazzolino's teacher, signed hi s Saint Sebastian in Hebrew.58 In this 

way Costa deliberately concealed his identity from the masses and emphatically rewarded the 

cog noscenti at court by honoring their noble minds. 59 

We can conclude our study by investigating Mazzolino's patronage outside of hi s native Ferrara, 

in nearby Bologna. Although documents regarding Mazzolino early career are scarce, he mo st likely 

assisted Costa in Bologna, where he retained long-term perso nal and professional ties. In 1524, 
Mazzolino painted his Christ Disputing with the Doctors, an extraordinary large-scale work for the 

physician Francesco Caprara, which was designed for his family chapel in San Francesco in Bologna 

(now in Gemaldegalerie, Staatliche Musee n, Berlin).60 This altarpiece, one of his most celebrated 

works, is filled with Hebrew inscriptions, curious ornaments, and exotically dre ssed characters.61 It is 

no coincidence that Bolognese humanists, including Filippo Beroaldo the Elder and Giovanni 

Filoteo Achillini, took a keen interest in the bizarre and the arcane in their own writings.62 

Caprara was close friends with the Bolognese poet, courtier, and diplomat Girolamo Casio 

( 1464/67-1533) .63 In 1524, M azzolino painted a small-scale, private devotional painting represent­

ing The Tribute Money (Poznar1, Muzeum Narodowe; fig. 5.6) for Casio, and it is this work that merits 

closer attention.64 As an ambassador for the Bolognese state, Casio was on close terms with the courts 

of Ferrara and Mantua, and the Medici family of Florence bestowed on him many honors, including 

the privilege of using their last name, and he is so metimes referred to as Girolamo Casio de' Medici. 

A_ highly reputed antiquarian, he was also a significant patron of the arts, serving as an artistic broker 

and writing numerous poems honoring contemporary artists and their works, including those of 

57. See the relevant discussion by Campbell, Cosme Tum, 126-27, as it relates to Fcrrarese arti sts like Mazzolin o. 

58 . Negro and Roio, Loreu zo Costa, I 0, 8 1- 82; and Campbell, Cosme Tura, 26. Fo r Costa's use of Hebrew in his paintings, sec 

furth er Haitovsky, "New Look at a Lost Painting:' 

59. See Campbell, Cosme Tw·a, 26- 27. 

60. Zamboni, Ludovico Ma zzoli11 o, 36- 37; Ballarin, Dosso Dossi, 1:252- 53. 

61. Lama, Graticola di Bolog11a, 80-81, states that wh ile Baldassarre Peruzzi praised thi s altarpiece as rivaling the works of Raphael 

o n accou n t of its pictorial refinement ("malta diligentisima''), he nonetheless find s its ornament unsightl y ("macon bruto o rnamcnto"). 

For a translat ion of the Hebrew inscriptions in this altarpiece, sec Haitovsky, '' Hebrew Inscriptions;' 135- 40. 

62. See D'Amico, "Progress of Re naissance Latin Prose:' 

63. On Casio's life and career, see Fantuzzi, Notizie degli scrittori bologl!cs i, 3: 130- 40; Cav icchi, Gim lrmJO Casio; and Berselli, "Un 

commi ltentc e un pittore" (see l 27 nl0 for the discrepancies ofCasio's date ofbirth). 

64. Zamboni, Ludovico Ma zzoli11 o, 24, S I; and Ballarin, Dosso Dossi, I :254. Mazwlino produ ced several versions of thi s subject, 

another elegant example being h ouse d in C hri st C hurch Picture Gallery, Oxford. 

http:attention.64
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FIGURE 5.6. Ludovico Mazzolin o, The Tribut e Money, 1524, oil on wood, Poznan, Muzeum Narodowe. 

Courtesy of Muzium Narodowe, Poznan, Poland . 
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Leonardo da Vinci and Francesco Francia.65 In 1500, he commissioned from the Milanese artist 

Giovanni Antonio Boltraffio the famous altarpiece of the Virgin and Child with Donors for his family 

chapel in Santa Maria della Misericordia in Bologna (now in Musee du Louvre, Paris).66 

Mazzolino's Tribute Money would have had personal meaning for Casio, who was an avid col­

lector of rare coins and gems. According to the gospels (Matthew 22:15 - 21, Luke 20:20-26, and 

Mark 12: 13- 17), the Pharisees sought Christ in the temple where he was teaching with parables. 

They plotted to entrap him by tempting him to speak out on the question ofwhether it was lawful 

to pay taxes to the emperor. If Jesus approved of paying taxes he would offend the Jewsi if he 

denounced payment he could be reported as disloyal to the empire. Aware of their ploy, Jesus 

demands to be shown a coin and asks whose image it bears. When they respond that it is Caesar's 

image, Jesus silences them with a retort: "Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are 

Caesar 'si and unto God the things that are God's" (Matthew 22:21). Hearing this, the Pharisees 

departed from the temple in amazement. In Mazzolino's painting one Pharisee shows Christ the 

coin and another inspects it while the crowd reacts in wonder to the divine answer. The Tribute 

Money privileges Christ's intuition over the religious and political power of the Pharisees and the 

secular laws of the Romans. His maxim offers a new solution to an age-old problem regarding the 

power struggle between church and state. By evading potential conflict, Christ's actions would 

have been highly instructive and useful to the patron's role as courtier and diplomat. 

Not only did the subject have personal meaning for Casio, but it also emulates courtly patron­

age. In Ferrara, Alfonso I d'Este commissioned Titian to paint Th e Tribute Money (Gemaldegalerie 

Alte Meister, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Dresden) (fig. 5.7), datable to ca. 1516, possib ly to 

adorn one ofhis camerini that housed his collection of rare coins and medals.67 The biblical sub ject 

was highly relevant to the duke, who had recently ended his role in bloody and prolonged Cambrai 

Wars against the pope and the Holy Roman Emperor, losing the important territories of Modena 

and Reggio to Julius II, but nevertheless retaining the sovereignty of the Ferrarese state. Ferrara 

was traditionally a papal territory with the Este serving as vicars, with the family owed their inves­

titures to the Holy Roman Emperor. For Alfonso, Titian's Tribute Money could address his delicate 

political position between the opposing forces of the papacy and the Holy Roman Empire at the 

conclusion of the Cambrai Wars. 68 In contrast to Titian's dramatic close-up and psychologically 

intense image, Mazzolino's painting for Casio extols Christ's rhetorical skills, his confidence and 

divine conviction in the face of opposition. The scene of the Sacrifice of Isaac in the roundel of 

Mazzolino's painting also stresses obedience to God and is related to his Philadelphia Christ 

Washing the Apostles' Feet. Both Titian and Mazzolino adapt a form of humanist theology for their 

65 . For Casio's writings o n art, see Pedretti, Dowmmti" memori c riguarda11ti U o11ardo ria Vi11 ci. Highlight s includ e Cas io's poe m 

dedi cated to Francesco Fran c ia's Adoration of th e Child of J499, commi ssioned by Anton Galeazzo 13 enti voglio for th e high altar of 

Santa Maria della Mi se ri co rdia in Bologna, in hi s Vit a de' Sa nU, SSv; and hi s poem dedi cated to Leonard o's St. Ann e cartoo n in hi s 

Cronica, 126r, a volume whi ch also contains epitaphs on a rti sts, including Franc ia, Boltraflio, Leo nardo, Mantcgna, and Raph ael 

(4 6r-46v) . 

66. On C asio's patronage of Boltraffio, see Be rselli, ''Un committente e un pittore,'' 123- 43; and C aprara, '' Girolam o Casio e il 

ritra tto a 13 ologna ." 

67. Weber, "La co llez io ne di pittore ferrarese," 39. 

6 8. Alfon so's delica te balan ce of powe r be tween po pe and emperor is expressed by th e insc ripti o n on hi s own doubl e du cat, "Qpc 

sunt D eo D ei," whi ch quotes C hri st's retort to th e Pharisees regardin g th e payment of taxes ( Matth ew 22:21 i Luke 20:25; and Mark 

12: 17) . On the poli tical curre ncy ofAlfon so's co in, see Sheph erd, "A Letter Con ce rnin g Coins"; and Rose nb erg, "Money Talks," 38- 39. 
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FIGURE 5.7. Titian, The Tribut e Money, ca. 1516, oil on wood, 
Dresden, Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen. 

Erich Lessing I Art Resource, NY. 

private devotional paintings, which enable their respective patrons to rethink Christ's divine mes­

sage as a means to overcome various historical or social predicaments. 

Casio, who made pilgrimages to the Holy Land and Santiago de Campostela, was deeply reli­

gious and wrote extensively on the life of Christ, including a poem focusing on Christ disputing in 

the temple.69 Mazzolino's paintings for his Bolognese patrons complement Casio's vernacular 

meditational poetry in praise of Christ's actions. Casio dedicated his La Clementina to Clement 

VII when he ascended to the papal throne in 1523, and the Medici pope crowned Casio poet laure­

ate for his religious verses, which were published in that year. The Latin inscription recorded on 

69. Casio, Vita de' Sa 11ti, 13v. 

http:temple.69
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the entablature in his Tribute Money recognizes Casio as knight and poet laureate, honors and titles 

awarded to him by the Medici: 'ANNO DNI HIERO CASIVS DE MEDICIS EQVES ET 

LAVREATVS MDXXIV:' Instead of a Hebrew citation acknowledging Solomon's construction, 

the Latin proclaims Casio as the temple's patron. Casio's name appears in the nominative, as if in 

the title page of a book. In the sixteenth century, the parallel between book and building grew 

increasingly familiar, testified by the emergence of architectural frontispieces in publications. 70 

Mazzolino transforms the biblical temple into a metaphoric storehouse ofCasio's intellectual trea­

sures, suggesting that he has committed to memory Christ's teachings in order to assist his 

professional role as a prudent diplomat. For Casio, knowledge equals power over the uncertainties 

of the political climate in Italy, and power comes in the form ofdivine revelation ofsacred myster­

ies.71 Through the contemplation of such a congratulatory image of Christ, the painting was 

designed to awaken in Casio his poetic and deliberative faculties: to enrich the temple ofhis mind 

with the secret treasures of divine wisdom. 72 
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