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Folengo and Romanino: T h e Questione della Lingua 
and Its Eccentric Trends 
Alessandro Nova 

T h e works of the Brescian painter G i r o l a m o R o m a n i n o 
( 1 4 8 4 / 8 7 - 1 5 6 0 ) have attracted considerable critical atten 
t ion dur ing the last decade.1 W e now know much m o r e not 
only about his life but also about his network o f patrons; 
some o f his lost or previously u n k n o w n paint ings have c o m e 
to light; and four of his major fresco cycles have been 
restored, thus offer ing a un ique oppor tun i ty to analyze his 
technique and working methods.'-' Yet we will never under 
stand his somewhat troubled career, which was marred by 
several controversies with his patrons, if we d o not f ind a 
plausible answer to a m a j o r quest ion: why d id a very 
successful artist l ike R o m a n i n o , who in the early part of his 
career en joyed the favor of the publ ic and the suppor t of 
powerful patrons (such as Nico lo Orsin i , Francesco Gonzaga , 
the abbot Giovann i Cornaro , and the p r o m i n e n t Mart inengo 
family), : i decide to move f r om what we now call a H i g h 
Renaissance style, in f luenced by the works o f Giorg ione and 
Ti t ian , to a m o r e expressionistic, and i ndeed t o rmented 
i d iom? What lay behind this apparent ly rebell ious and 
probably socially disadvantageous cho i ce—s ince later in his 
life he e n d e d u p working in such per ipheral areas as the 
remote Valcamonica? Given the lack o f written evidence to 
help shed l ight u p o n the painter's mental ity and personal ity 
(for R o m a n i n o we have noth ing comparab le to either Lorenzo 
Lotto 's or J a c o p o Bassano's "account books" ) , there are n o 
easy answers to these questions. A reasonable exp lanat ion of 
the artist's behavior, however, might have a bear ing o n our 
unders tand ing o f the entire group o f Renaissance eccentrici, 
such as Altobel lo Melone, Giovann i A n t o n i o P o r d e n o n e , 
A m i c o Aspert ini , and Benedet to Diana, a m o n g others: that 
is, those heterodox artists w h o worked outside the H i g h 
Renaissance mainstream in Northern Italy dur ing the first 
four decades o f the sixteenth century.4 

T h e traditional characterization o f these painters' oeuvres 
has been to emphas ize their provincial , popu lar , or even 
vulgar nature, insofar as they d id not con fo rm to the "ru les" 

o f the H i g h Renaissance classical canon as best exempl i f i ed 
in Nor thern Italy by Giorg ione and Ti t ian . 5 By examin ing 
R o m a n i n o ' s anticlassical stand, however, the present writer 
would l ike to argue that such unclassical eccentricities were 
not necessarily addressed to provincial audiences; and that 
Roman ino ' s dramatic change had more to d o with stylistic 
self-consciousness than with networks o f patronage (without 
imp ly ing by this statement that the social mil ieu in which the 
artist worked was irrelevant to or uninf luent ia l o n his formal 
choices). 

T h e p r o b l e m can be better unders tood if we approach this 
issue f r o m a point of view that plays down the hierarchies 
constructed by our discipl ine, and if we try to learn f rom the 
results achieved in other fields o f research, primari ly the 
history o f l iterature. Since the early 1980s scholars have 
investigated artists such as Giorg ione and Aspert in i in the 
l ight o f their "literary equivalents."6 Similarly, the present 
study a ims to e x a m i n e Roman ino ' s works within the context 
of sixteenth-century heterodox literary exper iments , and 
m o r e specifically to investigate their re lat ionship with the 
publ icat ions o f the most gifted anticlassical writer o f the 
per iod, the Benedict ine m o n k T e o f i l o Folengo. T h e danger 
of such an under tak ing is that paint ings may be interpreted 
as mere reflections o f other forms o f art, thus substituting the 
rather vague not ion o f social background with a m o r e 
fashionable but perhaps equally elusive "m i r ro r . " It is true 
that in a very broad sense one can argue that Folengo's works 
are the "l iterary equiva lent" of R o m a n i n o ' s he te rodox style, 
or vice versa, that the paint ings o f the Brescian artist are the 
"visual equiva lent" o f the writer's literary heterodoxy , but 
this does not take us very far. Instead, a detai led analysis o f 
their possible relat ionship will highl ight the cultural context 
of their similar intellectual goals a n d prov ide a f ramework 
for analyz ing the social impl icat ions o f their f o rma l choices, 
since quest ions of style are densely packed with m e a n i n g that 
go well b e y o n d what is normal ly taken as mere formal ism. 

A shorter version of this paper was discussed at the 
Center for the Arts of Wesleyan University in Apr i l 
1993. and at the Institute for A d v a n c e d Stud) in 
Princeton in December 1993. I wou ld like to thank 
some of the participants for their helpful sugges
tions: Rona Gof fen , Jeffrey H a m b u r g e r , Irving 
Lavin. Marilyn Lavin , Laurie Naussdorfer . J o h n T . 
Paoletti. and Wendy Stedman Sheard. My warmest 
thanks also to Philip Sohm for his generous in
sights. Translations throughout the essay are mine. 
1. The most recent m o n o g r a p h on the artist is M. 
L. Ferrari, / / Romanino, Milan, 1961. See also the 
classic works bv (•. Pana / /a : Mostra di Girolamo 
Romamnn. exh. cat.. Brescia. 1965 (ill collaboration 
with A. Damiani and B. Passamani): andAffresclu di 
Girolamo Romanino, Milan. 1965. More recent con
tributions include: A. Ballarin. " L a Salome del 

Roman ino : C o r s o di lezioni sulla giovinezza delpit-
tore bresciano," L'niversita Statale di Ferrara, Fa-
colta di Magistero. 1970-71 (\ts in the Bibliotheca 
Hertziana in Rome) ; C. Boselli, Regesto artistico del 
natal roganti in Brescia d/iU'anno 1500 all 'anno 1560, 
Brescia, 1977. 2 vols.; C. C o o k , " T h e Lost Last 
Works by R o m a n i n o and G a m b a r a , " Arte lombarda, 
vols, i . w i w i . 1984, 1 5 9 - 6 7 ; F.. Chini , Gli affreschi 
del Romanino nella loggia del Castello del Blionconsi-
glio a Trento, Milan, 1986; M. O r e g o n , ed. , IJI 
pittura del C.inqitecento a Brescia, Milan, 1986; A. 
Nova . " L e ante d 'o rgano di Santa Maria Maggiore 
a T r e n t o , " Studi trentini di scienze stonche, Sezwne 
seamda, i.xin. no. I, 1988 [1984], 1 0 5 - 2 4 ; B. 
Passamani. ed. , Romanino in S. Maria della Neve a 
Pisogne, Brescia. 1991; Romanino in SantAntonio a 
Breno, Brent), 1992; A. Ballarin, " G i r o l a m o di 
R o m a n o , dit R o m a n i n o , " in Le Sieclede Tltien: L'Age 

d 'or de la peinture a Venise, exh . cat., Paris, 1993, 
3 9 1 - 9 7 . 
2. For his patrons and his previously u n k n o w n 
paintings, see the present author's for thcoming 
catalogue raisonne. Between 1985 and 1992 fresco 
cycles were restored in: the loggia in the Castel lo 
del Buonconsigl io in Trent , the chapel o f A d e o d a t a 
Mart inengo in S. Salvatore in Brescia, S. Maria 
della Neve in Pisogne, and S. A n t o n i o in Breno. For 
Romanino ' s technique and work ing methods , see 
V. Oherold i , " N o t e su alcune pratiche di pittura 
mura le , " in Romanino m S. Maria della Neve a 
Pisogne, ed. B. Passamani, Brescia, 1991, 8 7 - 1 0 0 ; 
a n d V. Oherold i , " U n a ricerca sui livelli del hnito , " 
in Romanino in Sant'Antomo a Breno {as in n. I), 
7 7 - 1 0 5 . 
.3. Furthermore, w h e n the Gesuati commiss ioned 
him to execute the high altarpiece for the church of 
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1 Giro lamo Romanino, Lamentation, 
1510. Venice, Accademia (photo: 
Musei Civici di Brescia) 

Let us c o m p a r e two o f Roman ino ' s early altarpieces with 
o n e o f his later panels . T h e Lamentation in the Accademia in 
Ven ice (Fig. 1), pa in ted in 1510 for the Brescian church o f S. 
Lorenzo , is a key work in his early career. T h e body o f Christ, 
as stiff as a w o o d e n sculpture, and the figure o f Mary 
s tanding o n the le f t -hand side are still L o m b a r d elements 
indebted to the works o f Bramant ino and Zenale, but they 
are overwhe lmed by H i g h Renaissance Venet ian features; 
indeed , the three ma le heads betray a close and pro longed 
study o f G iorg ione 's works o f a r o u n d 1506, such as the Three 
Philosophers (also identif ied by some as the T h r e e Magi) ; and 
the two Marys knee l ing at the side o f Christ are inspired by 
the paint ings o f the y o u n g T i t i an (e.g., the Madonna and 

Child in the Accademia Carrara in Bergamo) , as well as by 
Sebastiano del P i o m b o (e.g., his Salome in the Nat ional 
Gal lery in L o n d o n , also dated 1510). O f course, the early 
phase o f T i t ian 's career is highly controversial, a n d in 
pr inciple o n e cou ld object that we d o not know e n o u g h about 
T i t i an at this stage to suggest that R o m a n i n o used his works 
as source material . Ye t the present writer is incl ined to agree 
with those scholars (most recently A lessandro Bal larin) w h o 
date the Jacopo Pesaro Presented to Saint Peter by Pope Alexander 
VI in Antwerp to a round 1506, the Fete champetre in the 
Louvre to a r o u n d 1509, the Madonna and Child between Saint 
Francis and Saint Roch in Madr id to a round 1509 -10 , and the 
Saint Mark Enthroned for S. Spir ito in Isola, now in S. Maria 

S. Cristo in Brescia, the contract o f A u g . 17, 
1 5 1 1 — t h e earliest surviving contract for o n e o f his 
first m a j o r pa in t ings—was drawn up in the sacristy 
o f the monastery between the prior Ol iverius and 
R o m a n i n o , w h o is described as "pictor excel lens" 
(Boselli [as in n. 1], n, 8 1 - 8 2 ) . 
4. R. L o n g h i , "Cose bresciane del C inquecento , " 
L'Arte, x x , 1917, 104, was the first to outline the 
p h e n o m e n o n of the Renaissance eccentrici. For an 
analysis o f Longhi ' s contribution, see G . R o m a n o , 
"II C inquecento di Rober to Longhi : eccentrici, 
classicismo precoce, 'maniera, ' " Ricercke di storia 
dellarte, n o . 17, 1 9 8 2 , 5 - 2 7 . 
5. T h e traditional view is best s u m m e d u p by S. J . 
F reedberg , Painting in Italy, 1500 to 1600 (1971), 
Pelican History o f Art , rev. ed. , Harmondswor th , 
1979. T h e first page (14) o f chap. 1 o f this ambi
tious b o o k , which is still much used in classrooms, 

deals with a definition o f the classical style in the 
different regions o f the Italian peninsula: " T h e -
most extraordinary intersection o f genius art his
tory has known occurred then [in the 16th century's 
first two decades in Florence and R o m e ] and gave 
form to a style which, again eliciting a term that is a 
value j u d g e m e n t , we call 'classic' or 'classical'. . . . 
Wi th less emphasis this applies elsewhere in Italy 
through the 16th century's extent . In Venice the 
first years of the C inquecento had seen the inven
tion o f a style which in m o r e essential principles 
resembled that o f the contemporary Florentines. 
T h e Venet ian variant o f H igh Renaissance classi
cism e n d u r e d longer than its counterpart in C e n 
tral Italy and assumed, in the territories relevant to 
Venice , a comparab le authority ." Freedberg's text 
is also paradigmatic for his characterization o f 
artists such as Pordenone , R o m a n i n o , and Alto-

bello Melone: at times P o r d e n o n e created del iber
ately violent and vulgar images " for the p u r p o s e o f 
mak ing communica t ion with a popu la r a n d prov in 
cial aud ience" (291, 297); Romanino ' s frescoes in 
Va lcamonica resemble " the earlier, inchoate, popo-
lano P o r d e n o n e " in their "popu la r ver i sm" (365); 
Altobel lo Melone 's figures are "g iven a deliberately 
unbeautiful G e r m a n i c cast" (375). 
6. For the useful not ion o f "literary equiva lent , " see 
R o m a n o (as in n. 4), 6, 14, 16, 22, w h o interprets 
the language o f the Bolognese humanist C o d r o as 
the corrispettivo letterario o f A m i c o Aspertini 's works. 
For G iorg ione , see A . Ballarin, " G i o r g i o n e e la 
C o m p a g n i a degli Amici : II ' D o p p i o ritratto' L u -
dovisi ," in Storia dellarte italiana, pt. 2 , I (5), Dal 
Medioevo al Quattrocento, Tur in : E inaudi , 1983, 
4 7 9 - 5 4 1 . 



6 6 6 A R T B U L L E T I N DECEMBER 1994 V O L U M E L X X V I N U M B E R 4 

2 Romanino, Madonna and Child with Saints (detail), 1516-17. Brescia, S. Francesco (photo: Musei Civici di Brescia) 

del la Salute, to a round 1510.7 Regardless o f the dat ing and 
attr ibution o f m a n y controversial pictures, the new visual 
l anguage that G iorg ione and his immed ia te fol lowers cre
ated dur ing the first decade o f the s ixteenth century was in 
any case publicly accessible on the walls o f the F o n d a c o dei 
Tedesch i , frescoed by G io rg ione and by T i t i an in 1 5 0 8 - 9 , 
a n d this is clearly what the Brescian artist studied intensively 
dur ing his first visits to Venice . T i t ian 's work became an even 
m o r e emphat ic point o f reference dur ing Roman ino ' s Paduan 
exi le (ca. 1513 -14 ) , as the altarpiece for S. Giust ina in Padua 
shows, and that its in f luence cont inued unabated after 
Roman ino ' s return to Brescia is demonstra ted by his h igh 
altarpiece for S. Francesco, pa inted in 1516—17: in it, 
references to Lotto 's Mar t inengo altarpiece (installed on the 
h igh altar o f the Domin i can church in B e r g a m o in 1516) are 
clearly visible in the faces o f the saints, but the angels, the 
Madonna ' s face (Fig. 2), the colors, a n d the saints' robes in 
the fo reground are all e lements inspired by the works T i t ian 
p roduced dur ing the 151 Os.8 A l t h o u g h the fo l lowing decades 
o f Roman ino ' s career are marked by occasional returns to 
T i t ianesque formulas (as in his po lyptych pa inted for the 
Brescian church o f S. A lessandro in 1 5 2 4 - 2 5 and now in the 

Nat ional Gal lery o f Ar t in L o n d o n ) , his he te rodox tendencies 
mani fested themselves in 1519 -20 , w h e n he was invited to 
contr ibute to the celebrated fresco cycle in the nave o f 
C r e m o n a Cathedral . 

T h e extent o f this transformat ion f rom what we may call, 
admit tedly in rather schematic terms, a classical to a m o r e 
he terodox , anticlassical vocabulary is well illustrated by 
R o m a n i n o ' s impressive Resurrection, pa inted a round 1526 
for the town o f C a p r i o l o (Fig. 3). A compar i son o f his 
altarpiece with the central panel o f Ti t ian's Avero ld i po l yp 
tych (Fig. 4), which was installed o n the h igh altar o f S. 
Nazaro in Brescia in 1522, makes clear that the Brescian 
artist was n o longer mesmer ized by the works o f his col 
league: R o m a n i n o obviously had studied the Avero ld i po l yp 
tych before execut ing his pa int ing, so m u c h so that the 
cuirass o f the soldier seen f rom the back, as well as the dawn 
light, is taken directly f r om the T i t i an prototype , but the way 
in which the i m p o s i n g figures are arranged a r o u n d the 
minuscule sarcophagus, the awkward anatomy , and the 
soldiers' faces are almost a parody o f T i t ian 's work . 

Similar features are apparent in Roman ino ' s fresco cycles. 
T h e fragmentary frescoes for the loggia o f N ico lo Orsini at 

7. T h e bibl iography on this issue is daunting. F o r exh . cat., Ven ice , 1990, 1 3 5 - 4 0 , 148, 1 5 1 - 5 2 ; and inf luence o f Tit ian's work in Roman ino ' s percorso 
the most recent views, see F. Va lcanover , E. V a n - Ballarin (as in n. 1), 316—23, 340-^18, 348—51. dur ing the first two decades o f the 16th century is in 
d a m m e , and A . Augusti , in Titian: Prime of Painters, 8. T h e best and most detai led analysis o f the Ballarin (as in n. I), passim. 
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4 Tit ian, Resurrection, 1520-22. Brescia, Ss. Nazaro e Celso 
(photo: Musei Civici di Brescia) 
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5 Romanino, Nicold Orsini Receiving the Banner from the Doge of Venice, ca. 1508-9. Budapest, Szepmuveszeti Miizeum (photo: 
Szepmuveszeti Muzeum) 

G h e d i (Fig. 5), executed in 1 5 0 8 - 9 a n d now in Budapest , 
demonstra te an accompl i shed b lend o f L o m b a r d a n d V e n e 
t ian elements, their Bramant inesque bui ld ings a n d G ior -
g ionesque figures painted in a truly H i g h Renaissance style. 
By contrast, Roman ino ' s Venet ian repertoire becomes m o r e 
dramat ic and eccentric in the spectacular Passion scenes he 
frescoed in the nave of C r e m o n a Cathedra l in 1519; indeed , 
in the scene represent ing Christ crowned with thorns (Fig. 
6), the classical architecture a n d the G iorg ionesque " d a n d y " 
in the midd le g r o u n d clash with the v io lent express ion ism o f 
the figures in the foreground , the latter inspired by Nor thern 
European prints. Nor thern prints prov ided the rhetor ic o f a 
m o r e dramat ic and almost violent style, and they were 
frequently consulted by he te rodox artists in Renaissance 
Lombardy . 9 

It is interest ing to note , however, that R o m a n i n o never 
quoted his sources directly; rather, he cast these G e r m a n 
characters in his own original context for the purpose o f 
creating a grotesque visual language which reached its peak 
in the audac ious frescoes pa inted in S. A n t o n i o at B r e n o 
(Valcamonica) in the late 1530s (Fig. 7). 

Th i s dramat ic stylistic change cannot be exp la ined only in 
terms o f di f ferent subject matters a n d / o r di f ferent audi 
ences. Indeed , when in 1 5 3 1 - 3 2 R o m a n i n o was commis 
s ioned to fresco several rooms , corridors, and a loggia in the 
palace o f Card ina l Be rnardo Clesio, the so-called Castel lo 
del Buoncons ig l io in T r e n t , with secular themes, the artist by 
n o means e l iminated such he terodox exper imentat ions f rom 
his vocabulary. Moreover , R o m a n i n o also seized the o p p o r 
tunity o f in troduc ing his new and rather disconcert ing visual 

9. See, e.g., C . E. C o h e n , "Pordenone ' s C r e m o n a 
Passion Scenes a n d G e r m a n Ar t , " Arte lombarda, 
XUI-XUII , 1975, 7 4 - 9 6 . 
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6 Romanino , Christ Crowned with Thorns, 1519. Cremona, Cathedral (photo: Musei Civici di Brescia, Edizione Alinari) 
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7 Romanino, Two Soldiers (detail o f fresco cycle), ca. 1536—37. 
Breno, S. Antonio (photo: Musei Civici di Brescia) 

language in to his own nat ive Brescia, as his Pentecost in 
S. Francesco shows (Fig. 8). T h i s frescoed altarpiece was 
pa in ted in 1520 for the church where three years earlier 
R o m a n i n o had executed his T i t i anesque panel for the h igh 
altar.10 

W e cannot , therefore, exp la in the stylistic change that 
occurred in his works a r o u n d 1519—20 exclusively in terms o f 
di f ferent med ia , dif ferent subject matter, or di f ferent audi 
ences. S o m e o f these factors m ight have p layed a role in each 
single commiss ion , but this change seems to have been the 
result o f mainly if not purely formal choices. 

In their discussion o f R o m a n i n o ' s pa int ings scholars have 
frequently drawn attention to this dramat ic shift in style, but 
to date n o plausible exp lanat ion for the change has been put 
forward. T o exp la in it in the tradit ional narrative terms o f 
the provincial artist n o longer capable o f ma in ta in ing the 
pace o f a great master seems inadequate , primari ly because 
the vigor o f the painter's he terodox works cannot be called 
in to quest ion: they may be "wr i t ten" us ing a di f ferent 
v o c a b u l a r y — i f not a di f ferent g r a m m a r — b u t they are still 
very impressive paintings. Roman ino ' s works f rom 1519—20 
onward, therefore, should not be interpreted as the result o f 
a per iod o f crisis, in the negative sense o f the word, as though 
they had been created by a painter uncertain o f the direct ion 

o f his artistic c o m m i t m e n t ; rather, they shou ld be seen as a 
conscious critique o f the Nor th Ital ian H i g h Renaissance 
canon. In the absence o f written ev idence d o c u m e n t i n g 
R o m a n i n o ' s own stance o n this issue, such an interpretat ion 
must, o f course, rema in speculative; nevertheless, a few clues 
d o exist, a n d these po in t to an encounter which might have 
played an impor tan t role in his artistic career. T h e purpose 
o f this article is to investigate R o m a n i n o ' s possible contact 
with the Benedic t ine m o n k T e o f i l o Fo lengo, w h o frequented 
the same network o f patrons; and to show how that connec 
t ion might prov ide an exp lanat ion for the dramat ic stylistic 
change in R o m a n i n o ' s later works. Before we e x a m i n e their 
respective careers, however, it is necessary to discuss briefly 
an issue which was furiously argued a m o n g literary circles o f 
the Ital ian peninsula dur ing the first three decades o f the 
s ixteenth century: the questione della lingua, o r the debate 
about the selection a n d / o r creat ion o f a nat ional literary 
language. 

Histor ians o f Renaissance l iterature have invariably re
garded the c o m p l e x questione della lingua as a crucial stage in 
the history o f Italian culture, and it is a phase that has been 
extensively debated. T h e dif ferent literary approaches f ram
ing this f undamenta l quest ion have been described as classi
cal, cortigiano, o r dec idedly h e t e r o d o x — t h a t is, anticlassical. 
In a discussion o f Renaissance art, therefore, it is appropr ia te 
to emp loy the same termino logy and thus refer to classical o r 
anticlassical styles in paint ing. As far as the literary scene is 
concerned , the per iod conc luded with the success o f Pietro 
Bembo ' s theories as e x p o u n d e d in his celebrated Prose della 
volgar lingua. A l t h o u g h B e m b o h a d already comp le ted part 
o f the text as early as 1512, his b o o k was not publ i shed until 
1525.11 

T h e Vene t i an humanis t was a key figure in this troubled 
per iod , no t only because he e m b o d i e d all the qualities a n d 
s h o r t c o m i n g s — t h a t is, all the contradict ions o f his e p o c h — 
a n d not on ly because he established the canon for the entire 
quest ion; but also because he was h imse l f an attentive, albeit 
somewhat indiscr iminate collector, an admirer o f Michelan
gelo, Raphae l , and Giorg ione , a n d a habi tue o f artistic 
circles.12 W e find B e m b o everywhere: at the courts o f 
Ferrara, Urb ino , and R o m e ; in Venice , where he was born ; 
and in Padua , where he of ten stayed between 1520 and 1524 
while he was writ ing out the Prose. H e is men t i oned in 
n u m e r o u s letters and literary works, such as Castigl ione's 
Cortegiano and Benvenu to Cellini 's autob iography , often as 
in direct contact with artists. Cell ini , w h o was his guest in 
Padua w h e n en route to the court o f Francis I o f France, was 

10. A l though two works in two different med ia are 
being compared , and although fresco paint ing 
allows a greater freedom o f express ion , both these 
works funct ioned as altarpieces in the same church; 
and , as w e have seen, Roman ino ' s frescoes for 
Nico lo Orsini were painted in a H i g h Renaissance 
style very different from the style used by the artist 
in frescoing the Pentecost. 
11. O n Pietro B e m b o and the questione della lingua, 
see C . Dionisotti: "Bembo, Pietro," in Dizionario 

biografico degli italiani, v m , R o m e , 1966, 133 -51 ; 
idem, intro. to Prose e rime (1966), repr. as Prose 
della volgar lingua. Gli Asolani. Rime, T u r i n , 1989; 
idem, Geografia e storia della letteratura italiana, 
Tur in , 1967; a n d Dionisotti . See also M. T a v o n i , 
"Prose della volgar lingua di Pietro B e m b o , " in 
letteratura italiana: Le Opere, I, Dalle Origini al 
Cinquecento, Tur in : E inaudi , 1992, 1065—88. For 
general surveys on the questione and an up- to -date 
b ib l iography, see B. T . Sozzi , Aspetti e momenti della 
questione della lingua, Padua , 1955; B. Migliorini, 

Storia della lingua italiana (1960), 6th rev. ed . , 
F lorence, 1983; M. Vitale, La questione della lingua 
(1960), rev. ed. , Pa lermo, 1978; B. Migliorini, The 
Italian Language (1966), rev. ed. T . G . Griff ith, 
L o n d o n , 1984; a n d A. Stussi, Lingua, diaielto e 
letteratura, T u r i n , 1993. 

A p p r o a c h e s to this crucial quest ion were, o f 
course, extremely varied. In addi t ion to Bembo ' s 
proposa l that the early Tuscan writers (Petrarch for 
poetry and Boccaccio in prose works) be imitated 
a n d the anticlassical claim to an unpre jud iced 
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rather critical o f Bembo ' s artistic taste but he praised his 
magnan imi ty as well as his uncha l lenged expert ise in poetry 
and literary matters in general .1 3 Equally interesting and 
perhaps less well known is a novel la by Matteo Bandel lo , in 
which B e m b o and Matteo Navagero fall v ict im to a prank 
organized by the painter G i r o l a m o da Verona . W h e n the 
decept ion is finally revealed, Bande l l o records how "Nav 
agero berated h imsel f for not hav ing recognized h im [the 
artist G i r o l a m o dressed u p as an o b n o x i o u s relative o f 
B e m b o ] since in Ven ice and V e r o n a the painter was in close 
contact with both h im and B e m b o . " 1 4 

For a figure such as B e m b o , w h o was personal ly ac
quainted with many artists, it would have been imposs ib le to 
ignore the connect ion between the literary questions o f his 
t ime and the quest ion o f visual language: they were c o m p l e 
mentary aspects o f the wider cultural debate o f the per iod , 
which itself was concerned with and also partly de te rmined 
by the crisis o f the Italian political system. G iven this 
intellectual cl imate, it is diff icult to believe that cultivated 
artists such as G io rg ione and G ian Cristoforo R o m a n o , for 
examp le , were unaware o f what was then be ing discussed in 
Venet ian humanist ic circles or at the court o f Mantua : 

linguistic f reedom, one should at least ment ion the 
self-serving position o f C laud io T o l o m e i , Pier Franc
esco Giambul lar i , and Benedetto Varchi , w h o ar
gued in favor o f the m o d e r n (i.e., 16th-century) 
Tuscan language, and the supporters o f eclectic 
solutions (the lingua cortigiana), such as V incenzo 
Colli called II Calmeta , Mar io Equicola, A n g e l o 
Colocci , a n d G iovann i Filoteo Achillini. Baldas-
sarre Cast igl ione also contr ibuted to this discus
sion, notably in his / / Cortegiano, in which he 

criticized B e m b o as well as those w h o favored the 
use o f the m o d e r n Tuscan language ( "Proemio , " 
chap. 2) and p r o p o s e d a unified Italian language 
(bk. 1, chap. 35). 
12. O n Bembo 's admirat ion for G iorg ione , see 
T.Pignatt i in J . Mart ineau and C . H o p e , eds. , The 
Genius of Venice, L o n d o n , 1983, 29. Raphael and 
Michelangelo are ment ioned in bk. 3, chap. I o f his 
Prose (ed. Dionisotti, 1989 [as in n. 11 J, 183 -84) . 
O n Bembo 's collection, see S. Eiche, " O n the 

Dispersal o f Cardinal Bembo ' s Col lect ion ," Mit-
teilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Floreni, 
x x v n , 1983, 3 5 3 - 5 9 . 
13. Opere di BaUtassare Cashgltonr, Gioi'anni Delia 
Casa, Benvenuto Cellini, ed . C . Cord i e , Mi lan / 
Naples , 1960, 7 0 0 - 2 . 
14. M. Bandel lo , Novelle, ed . G . G . Ferrero (1974), 
T u r i n , 1978, 493: "II N a v a g e r o si d isperava di non 
averlo conosciuto, perche e in V ineg ia e in V e r o n a 
esso pittore a lui e al B e m b o era mol to domest i co . " 
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i n d e e d , we k n o w that the scu lp tor even b e q u e a t h e d his own 
c o p y o f B e m b o ' s Asolani to his notary-.1"' It is p r o b a b l e , 
there fore , that artists f o l l owed this d e b a t e with interest , a n d 
that the visual arts p l a y e d a n equa l ly i m p o r t a n t ro l e in 
d e f i n i n g the new canons o f artistic e x p r e s s i o n . 

It s h o u l d not be f o rgo t ten , however , that the undeniably -
successful r e s p o n s e to B e m b o ' s theor ies in par t a lso suc
c e e d e d in e l i m i n a t i n g the traces o f a deba te that h a d 
d o m i n a t e d the intel lectual life o f the I ta l ian p e n i n s u l a for 
ove r a quar ter o f a century . I n o t h e r words , that the a n i m a t e d 
querelle abou t the l a n g u a g e gave s h a p e to a great n u m b e r o f 
d i f f e rent theoret ica l p r o p o s a l s (which were later b u r i e d by 
the success o f " t h e B e m b o w a y " ) s h o u l d no t be o v e r l o o k e d . 
Far f r o m ce lebra t ing the i nd i spu tab le t r i u m p h o f the H i g h 
Rena issance , the first d e c a d e s of the s i x teenth century 
wi tnessed a n exc i t ing p lural i ty of d i f f e rent exper i ences , a n d 
in the visual arts similarly con f l i c t ing views were a l so a p p a r 
ent . For this reason an analys is o f the questione della lingua 
f r o m the so -ca l led anticlassical v i e w p o i n t can be v a l u a b l e a lso 
wi th regard to the visual arts. 

W h i l e it is unnecessary to d e v o t e t o o m u c h t i m e to the 
question? f r o m the v i ewpo in t o f the classical p o s i t i o n — 
a lready extens ive ly s t u d i e d — i t is i m p o r t a n t to bear in m i n d 
a few essential da ta a n d an i m p o r t a n t sugges t ion . First, the 
issue o f es tab l i sh ing an I ta l ian na t i ona l l a n g u a g e evo l ved 
d u r i n g the last two decades o f the fifteenth century , r e a c h i n g 
its m o s t vital a n d critical s tage d u r i n g the first quar te r o f the 
s i x teen th century . Second , B e m b o h a d a l ready ar t icu la ted 
his views well b e f o r e the pub l i ca t i on o f his Prose, as d e m o n 
strated by his ed i t i ons o f Petrarch 's Rime ( 1501 ) a n d Dan te ' s 
Commedia (1502) , b o t h p u b l i s h e d by A l d u s , as wel l as by a 
letter, da ted S e p t e m b e r 2, 1501, in his c o r r e s p o n d e n c e w i th 
M a r i a S a v o r g n a n . l f i F inal ly , f r o m 1525 to 1530, after the 
great success o f the Prose, B e m b o w o r k e d h a r d to establ ish 
the s u p r e m a c y o f a new vernacu la r l i terature, but b e f o r e then 
there h a d b e e n r o o m for a n u m b e r o f a l ternat ive e x p e r i 
ences . 

T h e sugges t ion c o m e s f r o m a passage by C a r l o D ion i so t t i : 

T h o s e scholars w h o study the l i terary history o f these few 
but crucial years, w h e n the C i c e r o n i a n p o l e m i c c o i n c i d e d 
with the wr i t ing o f the Principe a n d the Furioso, t h e Prose 
a n d the Cortegiano, c a n n o t h e l p a sk ing wh ich c a m e first: 
the c h i c k e n or the egg? In o t h e r words , w h e t h e r the 
i m p e t u s o f the new l i terature pu t the o l d o n e in a critical 
pos i t i on , o r w h e t h e r the crisis o f the o l d l i terature gave 
i m p e t u s to the new. It is certa in that the sources avai lable 

to us are t ightly in terwoven so that e i ther hypo thes i s is 
feasible. A n d the h i s tor ian can d o n o o t h e r t h a n accept 
the d o c u m e n t s in the o rder in wh i ch they have b e e n 
p rese rved . 1 ' 

T h i s passage refers to the contrast be tween t h e dec l i n ing 
La t in H u m a n i s m a n d the d e m a n d for a r e n e w e d l iterary 
i n s t r u m e n t , bu t it is a l so per t inent in that it sheds l ight o n the 
m a n y p r o p o s a l s c o n c e r n i n g the d e v e l o p m e n t o f a vernacu lar 
l a n g u a g e a n d he lps to d i s t ingu ish these p r o p o s a l s f r o m the 
h e t e r o d o x f o r m a l e x p e r i m e n t s o f a d i f ferent Rena issance . 
I n d e e d , D ion isot t i ' s c o n c e r n for a n accurate analysis o f the 
c h r o n o l o g y i nvo l ved is a lso i m p o r t a n t for a n analysis o f the 
so -ca l led anticlassical e x p e r i m e n t s , because in the del icate 
c o m p a r a t i v e study o f art a n d l i terature we m u s t avo id the 
t rap o f a t t r ibu t ing pure l y m e c h a n i c a l a n d s o m e t i m e s on l y 
p r e s u m e d re la t ionsh ips . 

G i v e n these prov isos , the f o l l ow ing pages wil l ana lyze the 
l iterary w o r k s o f the B e n e d i c t i n e m o n k T e o f i l o F o l e n g o 
wi th in the c o n t e x t o f the questione della lingua. T h e reason for 
this study is that F o l e n g o was the qu intessent ia l anticlassical 
writer; a n d his mas terp iece , Baldus, or ig ina l ly p u b l i s h e d in 
1517, c a n p e r h a p s fu r ther o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the m o r e 
p r o f o u n d reasons b e h i n d the stylistic c h a n g e ev ident in the 
works o f R o m a n i n o — a c h a n g e w h i c h evo l ved d u r i n g the 
s a m e p e r i o d a n d , what is m o r e i m p o r t a n t , in the same social 
a m b i e n c e . 

T h e l inguist ic d i l e m m a t roub l ing I ta l ian intel lectuals at the 
e n d o f the fifteenth a n d the b e g i n n i n g o f the s i x teenth 
centur ies c rea ted an uns tab le but e n o r m o u s l y r ich cul tural 
e n v i r o n m e n t in wh i ch e x t r e m e l y d i v e r s i f i e d — a n d d a r i n g — 
e x p e r i m e n t s were c o n d u c t e d . T h e city o f M a n t u a , w h e r e 
F o l e n g o was b o r n a n d w h e r e the T u s c a n l a n g u a g e h a d never 
b e e n p o p u l a r , was part icu lar ly o p e n to l inguist ic e x p e r i m e n 
tat ion. S imi lar ly , nea rby P a d u a b e c a m e the cap i ta l o f the 
p lur i l ingu is t ic t rad i t ion o f I tal ian l i terature,1 8 a n d the so-
ca l led m a c a r o n i c style o f poe t ry d e v e l o p e d in P a d u a largely 
because o f that city's excep t iona l l y favorab le cu l tura l e n v i r o n 
m e n t . H e r e , a u d a c i o u s l inguist ic e x p e r i m e n t s c o u l d find 
n o u r i s h m e n t in the " rus t i c " texts o f the f i f t eenth -century 
V e n e t o , in the br i l l iant univers i ty w o r l d w h i c h p r o m o t e d 
m a s q u e r a d e s a n d theatr ical p a n t o m i m e s in d ia lect f o r m , a n d 
in the co lo r fu l m i x e d l a n g u a g e u s e d by the pro fessors , such 
as the Ar i s to te l i an P o m p o n a z z i , w h o taught in the S tud io 
( the local univers i ty ) .1 9 

15. G . R o m a n o , "Verso la maniera moderna : Da 
M antegna a Raf laei lo ," in Storm delVarte italiana, pt. 
2. II (6*), Cmquerento r Seicento, Tur in : Einaudi , 
1981. 63. 
16. A ldus had publ ished only two vernacular texts 
before his edition of Bembo's Rime: Hypnerotoma-
chia Po/iphili (Dec. 1499) and Saint Catherine's 
Epistole (Oct. 1500). For Bembo's love letters, see 
M. Savorgnan and P. Bembo. Carteggto d'amore 
ilWO-nilU, ed. C . Dionisotti. Florence, 1950. 
17. Dionisotti, 111. 
18. For Mantua, see Dionisotti, 7 8 - 1 3 0 ; G . G h i -
nassi. "II volgare mantovano tra M e d i o e v o e Rinas-

c imento ," in Ludovwo Ariosto: Lingua, stile e tradizi-
one, Atti del congresso di Regg io Emilia e Ferrara 
(1974), ed. G. Segre, Milan^ 1976, 7 - 2 8 ; G . M. 
Anselmi , L. Avell ini , and £. Ra imondi , "Mi lano , 
Mantova e la Padania nel secolo X V I , " in Ijetteratura 
italiana: Storm e grograpa, vn, pt. 2, L'etd moderna, 
Tur in : F inaudi , 1988. 5 9 3 - b 18. For the role p layed 
by Padua as the capital of the plurilinguistic tradi
tion of" Italian literature, see Paccagnella. 
19. B. Nardi . Studi su Pietro Pomponazzi, Florence, 
1965. 
20. A m o n g the best macaronic poets were the 
Paduan C o r a d o , Tif i Odas i and the a n o n y m o u s 
author of the Xobile i'lgonce Opus, the Mantuan 

Bassano, and the C r e m o n e s e F'ossa w h o wrote the 
Virgiliana (1494): the latter, usually identified as 
Matteo Fossa, was probably the Servite friar Evange-
lista Fossa (see G . Paduan, "A lcune considerazioni 
sulla scuola' maccheroti ica p a d o v a n a , " in Cultura, 
2 9 8 - 9 9 ) . O n the Paduan origins o f the macaronic-
language, see I. Paccagnella, Le macaronee padov-
ane: Tradizione e lingua, Padua, 1979; and idem, 
"Or ig in i p a d o v a n e del macaronico: C o r a d o e T i f i , " 
in Storm della cultura veneta: Dal pnmo Qiiattrocento 
al Concilia di Trento, in /1 , Vicenza, 1980, 4 1 3 - 2 9 . 
21. R. Garzia, " I sermoni maccheronici del Q u a t 
trocento," Annali della picoltd di lettere deWUmversitd 
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O n e should not be surprised that the most dar ing l inguis
tic exper iments took place in the same city where a few years 
later B e m b o was to write out his mi lestone of the classical 
canon, since it is likely that it was this strong anticlassical 
tradit ion which inspired the humanist 's reaction to it. In 
deed, we know that after its uncertain and u n d o c u m e n t e d 
beg inn ings in the area between Lombardy and the Veneto , 
macaron ic poetry became a true f o rm o f art in Padua. Here 
T i f i Odas i , one o f Folengo's m a i n sources o f inspiration, was 
active.20 T i f i Odasi 's language was greatly in f luenced by the 
inventive lexical combinat ions o f contemporary preachers, 
such as Bernard ino da Feltre, but in Folengo's hands the 
macaron ic mix ture was n o longer associated with the latinus 
grossus o f preachers and notaries that had been used and 
t ransformed by his predecessors.21 Wi th Fo lengo macaronic 
l anguage lost part o f its ludic character, thus deve lop ing into 
a sophist icated w e a p o n in his struggle against the linguistic 
canon established by Pietro Bembo . 2 2 Whi le there remain 
many unresolved questions concern ing the Benedict ine 
m o n k , whose personality is o p e n to contrast ing interpreta
tions, all those who have recently e x a m i n e d his literary works 
agree o n one essential point : Folengo 's audacious linguistic 
exper iments were not merely a playful stylistic game, but 
concealed a consciously anticlassical stand in defence o f the 
rich a n d mult ip le expressive resources o f Nor th Italian 
culture. 

It is virtually impossible to grasp the power of Folengo's 
creative language without read ing his p o e m , but a transla
t ion o f the incipit oiBaldus should be sufficient to give a taste 
o f his linguistic exper iments as well as an idea of his 
scatological, Rabelaisian themes: 

T h e most fantastic fantasy came to my mind , 
T o sing the story o f Baldus with my fat and coarse 

C a m e n e [the Muses o f macaronic poetry]. 
T h e f ame o f Baldus is so great and his very n a m e so 

strong 
T h a t the earth shakes and the abyss o f hell shits with 

terror. 
But before I begin, I must call for your help, 
O Muses who bestow the macaronic poetry.2 1 

T h e crudeness o f Folengo's scatological verses is usually 
softened by his irony. But we should not be misled by his 
playful tone because, as in Rabelais, the farce conceals very 
serious matters.24 Indeed , in his prefaces to the many 
edit ions of Baldus Fo lengo was quite open in expressing his 

dissent f rom Bembo 's views. A n d it is in this context that 
Dionisotti 's emphas is on the necessity o f establ ishing a 
precise chronological sequence becomes most pert inent . 

T h e first edi t ion oiBaldus was pr inted without i l lustrations 
by A lessandro and Pagan ino Paganini in January 1517 (or 
1518 if the date is interpreted more veneto). However , Fo len 
go's po lemic assumed a m o r e conscious f o rm between this 
first incomplete version and the second edit ion: the latter is 
known as the toscolanen.se because it was publ ished in 1521 at 
Tosco lano , on Lake Garda , again by the Paganini . T h e s e 
were the most serene and product ive years o f Folengo 's 
career, and it was dur ing this per iod that the poet , then not 
yet thirty years o ld, became fully aware o f his own linguistic 
exper imentat ion . In this second enlarged edit ion, i l lustrated 
with fifty-four woodcuts , the author defends the great expres 
sive flexibility o f the macaronic language in his celebrated 
"Apologet ica in sui excusat ionem." Here Fo lengo hints at 
the criticism his first edit ion had received, but he also goes so 
far as to claim the creative rights of any language. H e thus 
appears to share a view strikingly similar to the ideas 
expressed by the ph i losopher Pomponazz i , w h o m Fo lengo 
described in his fictional autobiographical prof i le as his 
teacher.2 ' T h e message of the "Apo loget i ca" was repeated 
and e x p a n d e d in Folengo's Orlandino, publ ished in Ven ice in 
1526 immediate ly after the monk ' s dramat ic—albe i t t e m p o 
ra ry—ex i t f rom the Benedict ine order. Here Fo lengo claims 
that he cannot and does not want to apologize to his learned 
readers for the blatant mistakes " in his use o f the elegant 
Tuscan language, because nature has e l iminated this lan
guage f rom Lombardy , where it is not taught."2 ' ' A n acid 
reference to Bembo ' s Prose, publ ished the year before, is 
obvious. In the first chapter o f Orlandino the m o n k also 
writes: "Yet you must know that I am L o m b a r d . . . , but I d o 
not lament because I was not born in Tuscany . " 2 ' In 1527 
Fo lengo reaf f i rmed this concept in his Caos del Tnperuno, in 
which Merl ino scolds L i m e r n o (the anagram makes it clear 
that we are dea l ing with two disguised c o m p o n e n t s o f the 
poet's own personality, since Mer l ino is the fictitious author 
oiBaldus) for hav ing fallen, like many others, into the trap o f 
the Tuscan canon.2M Finally, Fo lengo makes his posi t ion 
even more explicit in the third edit ion o f Baldus (the 
so-called cipadense f rom the fictitious place o f publ icat ion, 
C ipada) , which was pr inted around 1540, approx imate ly 
four years before his death. Here the p o e m is fol lowed by an 
appea l to the readers written by a certain Nico lo Costant i 
(who is really yet another o f Folengo's endless disguises). O f 
course, Costanti comments favorably on the work. T h i s 

di Cag l ia r i , I-II. 1 9 2 6 - 2 7 , 1 8 9 - 2 3 2 ; a n d L. 
Lazzerini, " 'Per latinos grossos . . . ': Studio sui 
sermoni mescidati ," Studt di filologia ittilimia. w i x . 
1 9 7 1 , 2 1 9 - 3 3 9 . 
22. O n the "subversive significance" of Ru/ante 's 
and Folengo's works vis-a-vis Bembo. see Paccag-
nella, 141. For Ru/ante 's criticism o f Bembo , see 
also M. Miiani, " L e origini della poesia pavana e 
l ' immagine della cultura e della vita contadina ," in 
Storm della cultura veneta (as in n. 20), 371. n. 5. 
23. "Phantasia mini plus q u a m phantastica venit / 
historiam Baldi grassis cantare Camoenis . ' Altiso
nant cuius p h a m a m , n o m e n q u e gaiardum terra 
tremat, haratrumque metu sibi cagat adossuni. 

Sed prius altorium vestrum chiamare bisognat. / o 
macaroneam Musae quae funditis a r tem" (T. Fo
lengo. Baldus, ed. F. Faccioli, T u r i n , 1989, 2). 
24. According to M. Bakhtin. Rabelais and His World 
(1968), B loomiugton . Ind.. 1984, 2 9 9 - 3 0 0 . Folen
go's influent e on Rabelais cannot be denied but is a 
superficial one. 
25. For the critical reaction to his first edition, see 
the following passage in the "Apologet ica" : "dicet 
aliquis: Vocabula fingis. ( ) Merline. quibus p.itria 
tua solet t a n t u m m o d o ; exempl i gratia: 'doniare 
puellas.' 'cimare.' ' traeagnum,' et cetera, quae tan-
tuui aut mantuanice aut bressanicc possunt intel-

legi." Pompona/ . / i ' s theoretical posit ion, as m e n 
tioned in Sperone Speroni 's Dialogo delle Imgue (ca. 
1542), is similar. (For the two passages, see F. 
Bonora. "I . ' incontro di tradi / ioni linguistiche nel 
maccheronico fb lenghiano ," in Retnrtca e invenzi-
oue. Milan. 1970, 8 1 - 2 . ) 
26. " Q u a n t o all'elegantia toscana. totalmente di 
l .ombardia (lion mediantevi lo studio di essa) da 
natura r imossa" (T. Folengo. Orlandino, Venice , 
1526. fol. 9 l i ; ed. M. Chiesa, Padua. 1991. 234). 
27. Folengo, 1991 (as i n n . 26), 11. 
28. Folengo. Aretino. Dotu, ed. {'.. Cord ie , I, Mi lan/ 
Naples. 1977. 862. 
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b o o k — h e notes with exquisite i r o n y — s h o u l d never be lost 
because such a loss would be far more serious than the loss of 
the works by Virgi l in antiquity and those by Dante and 
Petrarch in m o d e r n times. Indeed , if we had lost the Eclogues, 
the Georgia, and the Aeneid we wou ld have lost a g o o d poe t in 
one language, but this language cou ld have been h a n d e d 
down in the books o f other writers; the same observat ion can 
be m a d e o f the Tuscan language. 

But to lose this book ( O Lord , what a terrible loss), o n e 
wou ld have lost a magni f icent and very astute writer in 
many languages, because here the Latin language is 
woven, the Tuscan language is inlaid, the macaron ic 
language is interlaced. A n d what is more , [here are] 
French, Spanish, and G e r m a n , and even the language 
used by rascals can here d o a good d e e d and f ind its place. 
But what is most important is that this marve lous lan
guage belongs to this au thor a lone, and without h i m is 
cold, mute, full o f mistakes, and wretched, and m u c h 
worse than eat ing macaroni with n o cheese topp ing . 2 9 

Beh ind Folengo's formal e legance a n d obvious sarcasm a 
conscious criticism of the academic discussions sur round ing 
the questwne delta lingua—as well as an awareness o f be ing on 
the losing s i d e — i s perceptible.3 0 

Unfortunate ly , Folengo's ideological pos i t ion and the histori
cal interpretat ion of his thought are not as clear as his o p e n 
criticism o f Bembo ' s ideas. Indeed , two complete ly di f ferent 
interpretat ions o f the poet's views have been p r o p o s e d , their 
or igin lying in the late n ineteenth a n d early twentieth 
century. 

T h e rediscovery o f Fo lengo dates back to the fundamenta l 
history of Italian Literature publ i shed by Francesco D e 
Sanctis in 1 8 7 0 - 7 1 . De Sanctis assigned an entire chapter to 
the Benedict ine m o n k , p lac ing it between those dedicated to 
Ariosto's Orlando Furwso and to Machiavell i .31 Subsequent 
interpretat ions o f Folengo's works were in f luenced by the 
debate between " G u e l p h " and "Gh ibe l l i ne " critics, a debate 
which cu lminated in the two edit ions publ i shed in the 
prestigious series of the Scrittori dltalia edited by Benedet to 
Croce for Laterza. In 1911 A lessandro L u z i o edi ted Maccher-
onee, or Baldus, emphas i z ing the secular aspects o f Folengo 's 
masterpiece (Luzio 's second, revised edit ion dates f r om 

1927 -28 ) . 3 2 Between 1911 and 1914 U g o R e n d a edi ted 
Folengo's Opere italiane in the same series, but he stressed the 
so-called Benedict ine interpretat ion.3 3 

T h e "secular" pos i t ion o f Luzio , w h o had studied the "wars 
o f the Benedic t ine friars" (1901) o f S. Benede t to Po in the 
theological as well as social context , was deve loped further in 
an essay by Cesare Gof f i s (1935). T h e latter s ingled out some 
passages o f Folengo 's works in which he saw a fiercely 
anticlerical satire against the i m m o r a l behavior o f the monks . 
Gof f is d id not , however, c laim that the writer was attracted by 
Lutheran thought ; rather, he bel ieved that Fo l engo aspired 
toward a super ior f o rm o f Christianity, and that he was part 
o f the wider rel igious and cultural m o v e m e n t in Italy which 
c o n d e m n e d corrupt ion within the clergy.34 

Renda's interpretat ion, which emphas i zed Folengo 's Bene 
dictine background , thus reducing the poet's scathing social 
satire to the level o f an ordinary di f ference o f op in i on 
between o p p o s i n g factions o f m o n k s , was e x h u m e d by 
G i u s e p p e Bi l lanovich, w h o wrote what remains the most 
valuable m o n o g r a p h o n Fo lengo (1948). R ich in u n p u b 
l ished documenta t i on , this m o n o g r a p h also countered the 
theory that the m o n k had been in ideological oppos i t i on to 
his order.3- ' 

More recent studies have a t tempted to bu i ld a br idge 
between these two viewpoints,3 6 but it is the conscious 
ambigui ty o f Folengo 's language that leaves a certain marg in 
for wildly di f ferent interpretations. For the present purpose , 
however, bo th the "secular" and the "clerical" interpretat ion 
may help, since here it is only necessary to po in t out a few 
he terodox aspects o f Folengo's thought , together with some 
facts concern ing his t roubled and sparsely d o c u m e n t e d life. 

Some of 'Goff is 's c laims regard ing Folengo's u n o r t h o d o x y 
are by n o means overstated: in the toscolanense edit ion o f 
Baldus, for examp le , Fo lengo not on ly ridicules the practice 
o f selling indulgences, which in 1521 was a dangerous t h e m e 
to discuss, but also denies that miracles cou ld be attr ibuted to 
Mary, m o t h e r o f Christ . T o this should be a d d e d Folengo's 
praise o f Luther , a section which was e l iminated in the last 
and p o s t h u m o u s edi t ion o f the p o e m , the so-called Vigaso 
Cocaio pub l i shed in 1552, as well as his stated admirat ion for 
Erasmus.3 7 Moreover , we know that dur ing his per iod o f 
a tonement at Punta Campane l l a , at the e n d o f the Sorrento 
peninsula , Fo lengo was in close contact with the Valdes ian 

29. " M a perdersi questo [libro] (o D io che d a n n o 
incredibile) si perdeva un bellissimo e ingegnosis-
s imo autore di m o k e lingue insieme, perche in 
questa e tessuta la latina, intarsiata la ioscana. 
messa a tregi quella d e macharoni . E che piii, t he la 
francese, la spagnola. la todesca, e insino a quella 
de ' furfanti vi p u o tare un horetto e havervi il loco 
sun. Ma quel che sopra tutto impor ta e t h e questa si 
maravigliosa lingua e riposta in questo tale Autore 
t o m e in specth io e idea di tal id ioma, e senza lui e 
fredda, muta, storpiata e disgratiata. e pegg io assai 
the non sono i macharoni senza t a t t i o " (T. Fo
lengo. Opus Merlmi Coan. C ipada , 1539-40? . colo
phon) . T h e language "de' furfanti ," that is, the 
argot of the underwor ld , is not an invention o f 
Folengo's; he is referring to the "bu les ta " literature 
which takes its n a m e f rom the 1514 c o m e d y Bulesia, 
in which the vividly savvy talk of bravos and prosti
tutes was realistitallv re-treated. 

30. Fo lengo was not, o f tourse , an isolated figure. 
Similar trit irisms of the dominant role given to the 
Tuscan language could be read in Ruzante 's In 
Pastoral, written in 1520. as well as in Matteo 
Bandello's Novelle, publ ished in 1554 but dat ing 
from different periods of his life. For Baldassarre 
Castigl ione, see n. 11 above . 
31. F. D e Sanctis, Storm delta letteratura italmna 
(1870 -71) , Naples , it, 1898, 4 6 - 6 0 . 
32. T . Fo lengo , Is Maccheronee, ed. A. Luz io (1911), 
rev. ed. . Bari, 1927-28 . 
33. T . Fo lengo . Opere italiane, ed. U . R e n d a , Bari, 
1911 -14 . 2 vols. 
34. A. Luz io , " G u e r r e di frati (episodi foleng-
hiani)," in Raaoltn di stttdi entiri deduata ad Alessan
dro D' Aneona, Florence, 1901, 4 2 3 - 4 4 ; and C. F. 
Goffis, Teofilo Folengo: Studi di storm e di poesia, 
Tur in , 1935, passim. 
35. Bil lanovich, passim. 

36. See, e.g., M. Chiesa , Teofilo Folengo tra la cella e 
la piazza, Alessandria, 1988. 
37. For these aspects, see Goff is (as in n. 34), 30, 
59, 83, 110; a n d C . F. Goffis , " L a contestazione 
religiosa e linguistica nei testi fo lenghiani ," in 
Cultura, 90. Moreover , Fo lengo was vehement ly 
o p p o s e d to the cult o f relics, as the cruel ep isode o f 
the knife of Saint Bartho lomew shows (see T . 
Fo lengo , Baldus, bk. 9, 11. 1 6 0 - 3 7 5 , ed. E. Faccioh, 
T u r i n , 1 9 8 9 , 3 0 8 - 1 9 ) . 
38. For Folengo's supposed N i codemism, see Gof f i -
s(as i n n . 34), 101. 
39. For the relationship of G a s p a r o Contarini and 
Reginald Pole with the congregat ion, see B. Collett, 
Italian Benedictine Sehotars and the Reformation: The 
Congregation of Santa Gtushna of Padua, O x f o r d , 
1985. 
40. For the origins o f Benefcio di Crista in Pole's 
circle, see M. Gait', Da Michelangelo all'Fseorial: 
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group. A l t h o u g h this does not automatical ly transform T e o -
filo's feelings into a case o f N icodemism, as Gof f is maintains, 
it is certainly sufficient to demonstrate his real interests 
dur ing a per iod when he had not yet been readmit ted into 
the Benedict ine order. It is also true, however, that Fo lengo 
never expressed o p e n support for the re format ion o f the 
Church , and a l though he enterta ined hopes for its evangel i 
cal pal ingenesis , he always ma in ta ined a low profi le.3 8 

Archival research by Cathol ic historians, such as Bi l lanov-
ich a n d Menegazzo , has on the other h a n d prov ided a 
bet ter -documented picture o f Folengo's c o m p l e x and tor
m e n t e d relat ionship with the Benedict ine congregat ion o f S. 
Giust ina. However, it must be po in ted out that these authors 
underest imated the bonds which l inked this Observant 
order , f o u n d e d in Padua by Ludov i co Barbo at the beg inn ing 
o f the f i fteenth century, with two commi t ted reformers, 
Card ina l Gasparo Contar in i a n d Cardina l Regina ld Pole.3 9 

T h e relat ionship o f the congregat ion with Pole is particularly 
impor tan t because the celebrated and controversial Beneficio 
di Cristo took shape in Pole's circle: this b o o k was written by 
Marco A n t o n i o F laminio , w h o reworked an earlier text by the 
Cassinese m o n k Benedet to Fontanin i . T h e latter was in 
direct contact with the Fo lengo family, and Beneficio is very 
m u c h inf luenced, bo th in its language and themes, by the 
teaching o f J u a n de Valdes.4 0 

As far as Folengo's b iography is concerned, it is beyond the 
scope o f this essay to analyze the fictitious aspects which soon 
embel l i shed Fo lengo mytho logy or the troubled events o f the 
monk ' s family. It is, however, useful to out l ine the most 
impor tant known facts o f his life u p to his dramat ic exit f rom 
the congregat ion , since f rom an analysis o f the available 
records we can surmise that the poet had lived for a long 
per iod in the monastery o f S. Giust ina in Padua, where 
G i r o l a m o R o m a n i n o was also active. 

T e o f i l o Fo lengo was born in Mantua in 1491. H e was the 
son o f the nob lewoman Paola Ghis i and o f a notary, Fe-
derico, w h o was also a distant relative o f the celebrated 
humanis t V i t tor ino da Feltre. In 1508, when he was sixteen 
years o ld , T e o f i l o entered as a novice the Cassinese monas 
tery o f S. Eufemia at Brescia, thus fol lowing in the footsteps 
o f his brothers Ludov ico , G ian Battista, and N icodemo , and 
o f his sister Corona , all o f w h o m became members o f the 
congregat ion o f S. Giustina.41 T h e fol lowing year he took his 

vows in the same monastery, and there he rema ined unt i l the 
tragic Sack o f Brescia (February 1512), later so bitterly 
evoked in his Zanitonella.42 T e o f i l o then m o v e d to the 
monaster) ' o f S. Benedet to Po, near Mantua , and we know 
that his father was closely connected with the administrat ion 
a n d business operat ions o f this prestigious institution.43 

Teof i lo ' s elder brother Ludov ico , whose misadventures had a 
fateful impact o n the poet's life, also he ld impor tan t posi 
t ions in this monastery; in 1508 he was elected cellarer and in 
1517 (the year o f the first edi t ion o f Teof i lo ' s Baldus) he 
became prior.44 Unfortunate ly , after 1512 we are less well 
i n fo rmed about Teof i lo ' s movements . In 1959, however, 
Menegazzo publ ished some important documents which 
showed that the m o n k was at S. Benedet to Po on May 18, 
1513, as well as o n several occasions dur ing the s u m m e r and 
a u t u m n o f 1514. Indeed, it is the very richness o f the 
documenta t ion dur ing this per iod ( J u n e - O c t o b e r 24, 1514) 
that calls for an exp lanat ion for the silence o f S. Benedetto 's 
archival records dur ing the per iod between May 1513 and 
June 1514.4-' W h e r e was T e o f i l o dur ing those months? A n 
answer may be f o u n d in the rule o f the Benedict ine congrega 
tion, which stipulated that some monks should m o v e to other 
monasteries o f the same congregat ion each spring, i m m e d i 
ately fol lowing the annual chapters-general o f the order . 
(These mutationes fratrum began in 1444, and some twenty to 
thirty transfers were m a d e each year.) T h e lacuna in the 
series of documents f rom S. Benedet to Po, therefore, can 
he lp support a hypothesis put forward by Bi l lanovich as early 
as 1948: according to the latter, in 1513 Fo lengo spent a 
p ro longed per iod in the monaster)- o f S. Giust ina in Padua, 
the mother house o f the Benedict ine congregat ion.4 6 

T h e fragmentary nature o f S. Giustina's administrat ive 
books means that this suggestion can n o longer be con 
firmed; nevertheless, the arguments put forward by Bi l lanov
ich in support of his hypothesis remain valid. In add i t ion to 
the argument for Folengo's direct contact with the most 
fertile source o f macaronic poetry (a contact which, however, 
is not indispensable to exp la in ing Folengo's linguistic exper i 
mentat ion) , three other points enable o n e to surmise that 
Bil lanovich's hypothesis is probably correct. First, the fact 
that Teof i lo ' s n a m e does not appear in the list o f m o n k s 
taking part in a meet ing at the monastery o f S. Benedet to Po 
on October 11, 1513, clearly indicates that he was elsewhere. 

M o m e n t i del dibatt i to re l ig ioso nel l 'arte del 
C inquecento , Tur in , 1980, 119. E. Menegazzo , 
"Contr ibuto alia biografia di Teof i lo Fo lengo (1512— 
20)," Italia medwevale e umanistica, n, 1959, 3 7 9 - 8 0 , 
was the first to identify Benedet to da Mantova with 
Benedet to Fontanini: his proposal was suppor ted 
by C. G inzburg , " D u e note sul profet ismo cinque-
centesco," Rwista stonca italiana, I.XXYIM, 1966, 196. 
and later conf i rmed by S. Caponet to , / / Beneficio dl 
Cristo con le versiom del secolo XVI: Docltmenti f 
testimonianze, F lorence /Ch icago , 1972, 484. O n this 
c o m p l e x issue and the related extensive bibliogra
phy , see C . G inzburg and A. Prosperi, Ciorhi di 
pazienza: Un semtnano sul Beneficio di Cristo, Turin, 
1975. 
41. Unless otherwise staled, Folengo's biographical 
data are based on Billanovich. N i c o d e m o was also a 
poet: see N . Folengo, Carmma, ed. C. C o r d i e and A. 
Perosa, Pisa, 1990. R. Signorini, " U n nuovo contrib
uto alia biografia di Teof i lo Fo lengo , " in Ciil/um, 

373, has found ev idence ol vet another brother, 
Placido, w h o entered the Benedict ine order. 
42. For the text o f Zanitonella, see Teofilo Folengo: 
Maearonee minori, ed. M. Zaggia. Tur in , 1987. See 
also M. Zaggia, "Maearonee fo lenghiane minori : 
Zanitonella, Moscheide , Fp igrammi : U n a nuova 
ed'i/Mme," Civiltd mantovana, no. 19. 1988, 2 9 - 3 6 . 
43. See t . Menegazzo , "Quat t ro nuovi docuinenti 
fo lenghiani ," Atti dell'Islituto Veneto di Scienze. lettere 
ed arti, c x x . 1 9 6 1 - 6 2 , 5 0 5 . 
44. Menegazzo (as in n. 40), 371. 
45. Accord ing to the notarial acts publ ished bv 
Menegazzo (as in n. 40). 376, Teo f i l o is docu
mented at S. Benedetto on: |ulv 27 and Dec. 4. 
1512; Mav 18. 1513; June 4. Aug . 14, Aug . 28, 
Sept. 23, Sept. 25, and Oct. 24. 1514; J a n . 18, 
1515. Since the monks would m o v e to another 
monasterv of the congregat ion after the chapters-
general , which took place in the spring (Billanov

ich, 44), these documents offer a clear pattern o f 
Folengo's movements : he was in Brescia dur ing the 
first months of 1512; after the sack he m o v e d to S. 
Benedetto, where he stayed at least until May 18: it 
is likely that he was in Padua dur ing the "monast i c " 
year 1513 -14 ; then he returned to S. Benedet to 
(1514 -15) ; finally, he m o v e d to the R o m a g n a 
before returning to the monastery of S. Eu femia in 
Brescia in 1519. O n the very interesting institution 
of S. Benedetto Po see, inter alia. M. Tafur i , 
"Osservaz ioni sulla chiesa di San Benedet to in 
Pol irone," Qttaderni di Palazzo Te, no. 5, 1986, 
2 2 - 2 3 : P. Piva. /.' "altrn" Ciulin Romano: II Duomodi 
Mantova, la ehiesa dl Polirone e la dialettica col 
Medioevo, Quistel lo, 1988; and M. Tafur i , " L a 
chiesa abbaziale di San Benedetto in Pol irone 1540 
circa sgg.," in Giuho Romano, e xh . cat., Milan, 
1 9 8 9 , 5 3 8 - 4 4 . 
46. For Folengo's Paduan sojourn, see Bil lanovich. 
5 3 - 6 7 . 
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9 Guidone on Horseback. Woodcut from Opus Merlini Cocaii 
poetae Mantuani Macaronicorum, Toscolano, 1521 (photo: 
British Library) 

Second, the order's requirement that each m o n k m a k e a 
p ro l onged stay in Padua (according to the educat ional 
system o f the congregat ion, dif ferent disciplines were taught 
in dif ferent monasteries) m a d e a transfer to the most 
important institution o f the order obl igatory. Finally, the 
poet 's close acquaintance with G iovann i Cornaro , abbot o f S. 
Giust ina in 1513—14, is also well d o c u m e n t e d ; af fect ionate 
allusions to this wise and cultivated m o n k are scattered 
throughout Folengo's works, and T e o f i l o could have met 
h i m in Padua only dur ing the "monas t i c " year 1513—14 since 
C o r n a r o d ied in 1515. T h e s e observations are so conv inc ing 
that virtually a lmost all recent Fo lengo scholars now assume 
that the poet was indeed at S. Giust ina in 1513 -14 . 4 7 

I f we accept this, it follows that Fo lengo and R o m a n i n o 
lived in the Paduan monastery dur ing the same per iod , since 

this was w h e n the pa inter was execut ing his Last Supper for 
the refectory, a long with his gigantic pane l for the h igh altar 
o f the o ld church o f S. Giust ina. T h e contract for these two 
commiss ions , dated Apr i l 30, 1513, was pub l i shed in the 
n ineteenth century,4 8 and research o n the relat ionship be
tween Fo l engo and the Benedict ine congregat ion (which, 
incidental ly, was o n e o f Roman ino ' s m a j o r patrons) has 
revealed w h e n the altarpiece was comple ted . Accord ing to 
the "Regis tro dei mor t i , " now in the Biblioteca Universitaria 
in Padua, the panel was solemnly inaugurated by abbot 
C o r n a r o o n J u l y 8, 1514: "D ie Sabbati octava mensis Ju l i i 
MDXiiii. I n monaster io S. Jus t inae , D. J o a n n e de Veneti is 
abbate ac nostrae Cassinensis Congregat ion is Praesidente 
merit iss imo, Icona maior is arae erecta fuit, p o p u l i m a g n o 
cum app lausu . " 4 9 

By the beg inn ing o f J u l y 1514 T e o f i l o Fo lengo was already 
back in S. Benedet to Po , but a so journ at S. Giust ina earlier 
would have enab led h i m to witness the Brescian artist at 
work. For the present argument , however, the hypothesis 
that the pa inter and the poet actually met is almost irrel
evant. W h a t is crucial is that they m o v e d in the same 
env i ronment because they were bo th in close contact with 
Abbo t C o r n a r o . 

Since G i r o l a m o R o m a n i n o was e m p l o y e d by the congrega
t ion of S. Giust ina f r o m 1513 till the very e n d o f his life in 
1560, it is not too farfetched to assume that the painter was 
aware o f Fo lengo 's work, and we cannot exc lude the possibil
ity that the two cont inued to know each other. Apar t f r om 
their probab le acquaintance in Padua, it is possible that they 
cou ld have met in Brescia in 1520, when T e o f i l o was 
prepar ing the second version o f his masterpiece in the 
Benedict ine monastery o f S. Eufemia.3 0 

T h e toscolanense ed i t ion o f Baldus (1521) has eight new 
books, a n d it also contains many m o r e references to Brescia: 
" M a n t u a nos genuit , sed Brix ia clara ducavit" (We were born 
in Mantua , but we were educated in the f amous city o f 
Brescia), says o n e o f Baldus's sons in a clearly autob iograph i 
cal al lusion. Moreover , Pagan ino a n d A lessandro Paganini , 
the printers o f the first two edit ions, were closely connected 
with S. Eufemia.5 1 Clearly, the second edit ion o f Baldus is a 
Brescian product , a n d hence it is also likely that the f ifty-four 
woodcuts wh ich illustrate this ambit ious b o o k were also 
des igned in Brescia. Since the bizarre drawings were poorly 
translated by the woodcutter , it is impossible to prove that 
the designer o f these prints was G i r o l a m o R o m a n i n o ; as is 
evident f r o m the sheet illustrating G u i d o n e o n horseback 
(Fig. 9), however, the author was obviously an artist active in 
the area o f Mi lan, C r e m o n a , and Brescia. In the present 
context o n e is t empted to connect these prints with L o m a z -

47. See, e.g., N . Borsellino, Gli antidassicisti del 
Cinquecento, R o m e / B a n , 1973, 65; and the intro. by 
Cord i e (as in n. 28), x x x v i , liii. Accord ing to L . 
Lazzerini , "Baldus di Teo f i l o Fo l engo (Merlin C o -
cai)," in Letteratura italiana: l j Opere, I, Dalle Origini 
al Cinquecento, Tur in : Einaudi , 1992, 1 0 3 3 - 6 4 , 
Fo lengo was in Padua between 1514 and 1517. 
48. N. Baldoria, "Pitture di G i r o l a m o R o m a n i n o , " 
Archhno storico deU'arte, iv, 1891, 5 9 - 6 0 . 

49. Q u o t e d in Bil lanovich, 1948, 59. But see also G . 
Bresciani Alvarez , in C . Bellinati and L . Pupp i , 
Padova: Basiliche e chiese, V icenza , 1975, 122; a n d L . 
Attardi , " G i r o l a m o da R o m a n o detto R o m a n i n o , " 
in Da Bellini a Tintoretto: Dipinti dei Musei Civici 
diPadova dalla melii del Quattrocento ai prirni del 
Seicento, Mi lan, 1991, 113 -19 . 
50. F o l e n g o is d o c u m e n t e d as be ing at S. Eu femia 
in 1 5 1 9 - 2 0 : see Bil lanovich, 69 ; and G . Bi l lanov
ich, "Spiritualita e cultura nei monasteri bresciani: 

T e o f i l o Fo lengo m o n a c o a Brescia," in Folengo e 
dintomi, Brescia, 1981, 39. 
51. T h e extensive documentat ion o n the Paganini 
and the congregat ion o f S. Giust ina is in Billanov
ich, 85, and Bil lanovich (as in n. 50), 38. O n 
A lessandro Paganini , see A. N u o v o , " L a parte 
venez iana della col lezione in -24 di A lessandro 
Pagan ino (1515—1516)," in / primordi della stampa a 
Brescia, 1472-1511, ed . E. Sandal , Padua, 1986, 
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zo's mysterious words in his Trattato dell'arte, in which he 
singled out R o m a n i n o for his ability to represent " those 
figures whose bo t tom halves are different f r om their u p p e r 
parts ."3 2 It is legit imate to ask why L o m a z z o wou ld have used 
a contor ted periphrasis to describe wel l -known mythical 
figures such as centaurs and merma ids ; and whether, per 
haps, he had not f o u n d a better way to describe the fantastic 
creatures which enl iven the second part o f Folengo's p o e m — 
or, in o ther words, those eight books which were added in the 
second edit ion: a m o n g these fabulous figures, Falchetto, 
"ha l f d o g and hal f m a n , " is i ndeed unforgettable.3 3 Such 
parallels notwithstanding, the un ique iconography o f the 
woodcuts and the lack o f comparat ive material definitely 
executed by R o m a n i n o makes a firm attribution to the 
Brescian artist o f these prints difficult, or at least premature . 

T h e impor tant po in t is that G i r o l a m o and Teo f i l o were 
demonstrably part o f the same cultural env i ronment . A l 
t hough it is impossible to prove that they met , the hypothesis 
that they d id is s trengthened further by their close associa
tion not only with the Benedict ine congregat ion o f S. 
Giust ina, but also with the G o n z a g a court in Mantua. O n c e 
again, a chronologica l survey produces significant results. A n 
almost forgotten letter addressed to R o m a n i n o by Federico 
G o n z a g a and dated J u l y 26, 1519, reveals that the artist was 
well acquainted with the Mantuan court. Indeed, even though in 
his letter the marquis reproached the artist for ignor ing the 
compla in ts o f Paris Ceresara (the court astrologer had 
commiss ioned R o m a n i n o to paint the facade o f his palace), it 
is also clear that the painter was a wel l -known and respected 
figure in Mantua , an artist connected with Federico Gonzaga 
as well as with Federico's late father, Francesco.54 

Folengo's connect ions with the Gonzaga were even stron
ger. T h e toscolanense edi t ion o f Baldus (1521) was officially 
a p p r o v e d by Federico Gonzaga , w h o even consented to cover 
u p o n e o f the poet's decept ions so as to protect h im from any 
possible reprisals by his superiors fol lowing its publ icat ion; 
moreover , Orlandino was dedicated to Federico. In addi t ion, 
the pr inter o f Baldus, Pagan ino Paganini , was likewise a 
habitue o f the G o n z a g a court. W e are, therefore, dea l ing 
with an intricate network. It is also legitimate to inquire into 
the marquis 's connect ion with the questione della lingua since, 
in view o f the macaronic exper iments carried out in Mantua, 
he h imse l f may have been personal ly interested in, or at least 
curious about , Folengo's linguistic innovations. It should be 
r e m e m b e r e d that the M a n t u a n court had not yet exper i 
enced the brief return o f Cast igl ione in 1523, the arrival o f 
G iu l i o R o m a n o in 1524, and the publ icat ion o f Bembo's 
Prose in 1525. 

T h e relat ionship between the G o n z a g a and the Fo lengo is 
known not to have been entirely amicable. For examp le , at 

the t ime o f the peasants' revolt against the m o n k s o f S. 
Benedet to Po, Francesco G o n z a g a had h o p e d to transform 
the possession o f the monastery into a large benefice for his 
son Ercole, w h o later became a cardinal. Indeed , it was for 
this reason that Francesco G o n z a g a had sided with the 
o p p o n e n t s o f Lodov i co Fo lengo, w h o was cellarer o f the 
monastery, in 1518.35 W h e n Francesco d ied in March 1519, 
however, the relat ionship between the two families im
proved . Isabella d'Este, for examp le , set to work to facilitate 
the temporary rehabil i tat ion o f Ludov ico Fo lengo, who 
wrote thank ing her in March 1520.3fi Moreover , in the works 
o f Teo f i l o the allusions to the Gonzaga are as n u m e r o u s as 
those to Cami l l o and Paolo Orsini , w h o protected h im and 
his brother G ian Battista after their exit f r om the congrega
tion. In Teof i lo ' s works we find favorable words for Francesco 
and Isabella, but it is for Federico that the poet reserves his 
most enthusiastic praise. Zanitonella contains genuine expres 
sions o f gratitude toward Federico, who had been able to 
keep Mantua out o f the devastating wars o f the per iod; and , 
as we have seen, the controversial Orlandino was dedicated to 
h im. " Furthermore, when in 1534 T e o f i l o was readmit ted to 
the Benedict ine order , the president of the congregat ion 
thought it appropr ia te immediate ly to in form Federico, w h o 
was by then duke o f Mantua. 

T h e document which best demonstrates Federico's cons id 
erable interest in Folengo's works is a letter he sent to the 
printer Paganini . In it the marquis assumed full responsibi l 
ity for the cont inued pr int ing o f the second edit ion of Baldus, 
Folengo having fictitiously withdrawn his own copy: in o ther 
words, Fo lengo pretended to remove his own copy o f the 
p o e m f rom the printer, and Federico G o n z a g a pre tended to 
offer a substitute copy, thus shielding the poet against any 
possible serious consequences fol lowing publ icat ion o f the 
manuscript . T h e text o f Federico's letter runs as follows: 

T o Pagan ino de Paganinis, our most cherished and 
excellent fr iend. Since you are pr int ing the work of 
Mer l ino Goca io [Folengo] , and since the author has 
withdrawn his consent [for its publ icat ion], you have asked 
us to prov ide a manuscr ipt copy that we have in our 
possession. W e willingly comply with your request, and we 
send you our copy so that you can cont inue your work. 
Y o u will please us and we will have a great op in i on o f you , 
if you will print it well and as soon as possible. 'w 

T h i s letter is dated N o v e m b e r 16, 1520. Since Federico's 
letter to R o m a n i n o dates f rom Ju l y 1519, it is apparent that 
the painter was traveling between Mantua and Brescia (and 
of course C r e m o n a ) at the same time that Fo lengo was 
compi l ing the second version o f his p o e m . Even m o r e 

8 1 - 1 0 6 . It is worth point ing out that in 1517 the 
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vicar-general of the Franciscan Observants , Franc
esco Licheto , who was a patron of" R o m a n i n o (see 
U. Baroncell i , Ui stampa nella rhnera breseiana del 
Garda net secoli XV e XVI, Salo, 1964, 19 -21 ; idem, 
"T ipogra f i nella riviera bresciana del G a r d a nei 
secoli X V e X V I , " in // lago di Garda: Storm di una 
lomumta lacuale, I, Salo, 1969, 205; and for Romani -
no's portrait of Licheto. F'. Lechi, / quadri della 

coliezione I.echi in Brescia: Storia c docnment i , 
Florence. 1968, 155). 
52. G . P. Loma/ . /o , Scritti sulle aiti. ed . R. P. Ciardi , 
Florence, 197:1, II. 409. 
53. Fo lengo (as in n. 23), bk. 16, I. :S89, ed. F.. 
Farcioli, Tur in , 1989. 536. 
54. A . Lu/.io, La Galleria dei Gonzaga venduta 
alllnghilterra nel 1627-28, Milan. 1913.' 225. 

55. These events are well summar i zed in R. Si
gnorini , ed. . Folengo f/enhe, Mantua. 1977, 24. 

56. For the relationship between Federico Fo lengo 
and the ( i o n / a g a , see M e n e g a / z o (as in n. 40), 369. 
For l .udovico's letter, see Signorini (as in n. 55), 24. 
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58. See Signorini (as in n. 55), 26. 
59. Ibid.. 23. fig. 19. 
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important , however, is the fact that R o m a n i n o a n d Fo lengo 
shared the same patrons: the congregat ion o f S. Giust ina and 
the Gonzaga . 

If, on the basis o f a study o f their respective chrono log ies 
and o f the circles in which they both worked , it is legit imate 
to interpret the works o f Fo lengo as the "literary equiva lent" 
o f Roman ino ' s he terodox style, it is crucial to avo id any 
possible misunderstanding; by n o means should the style o f 
Roman ino ' s pa int ing between the 1520s and the 1540s be 
viewed as a sort o f pictorial macaronic language. Folengo's 
linguistic exper imenta t ion cou ld rely u p o n a rich local 
tradit ion; R o m a n i n o , on the other h a n d , quest ioned the 
classical canon by introducing into his paint ings e lements 
borrowed f rom contemporary G e r m a n art. Yet this compar i 
son between the works o f the two L o m b a r d natives may he lp 
us unders tand the mot ivat ions beh ind R o m a n i n o ' s remark 
able stylistic transformat ion. Indeed , in their a t tempt to 
u n d e r m i n e or at least chal lenge the H i g h Renaissance 
canon , as best represented in the nor th o f Italy by B e m b o 
and T i t ian , with their he te rodox exper iments both Fo lengo 
and R o m a n i n o shared the same intellectual goals. Far f r om 
be ing the product o f "prov inc ia l " artists unable to mainta in 
the pace o f their more dist inguished col leagues, Folengo 's 
and Roman ino ' s works were conscious statements m a d e 
dur ing a crucial and extremely amb iguous per iod in Italian 
cultural history. 

T h e possible relat ionship between R o m a n i n o and Fo lengo 
has never been investigated, but scholars have already 
po in ted out the similarities between the grotesque language 
used by R o m a n i n o in some o f his late works and the 
vocabulary o f another anticlassical writer, Ga leazzo dagl i 
Orz i , author o f the oldest known work written in the Brescian 
dialect: La massera da be ( T h e g o o d housewife).6 0 T h e s e 
generic compar isons , however, have been put forward in 
total isolation, and without taking into account the broader 
network o f Italian anticlassicism and its related social env iron
ment . It is not surprising, therefore, to discover that these 
he terodox exper iments have always been interpreted as the 
product o f marginal ized authors. Even those few critics who 
unders tood that an evaluat ion o f Roman ino ' s work cou ld not 
be separated f rom an interpretat ion o f his linguistic choices 
cou ld not help emphas i z ing the " p o p u l a r inc l inat ion" o f the 
artist.R1 It is in this context , therefore, that the results 
achieved by literary historians in their investigations into the 
questione della lingua should be e x a m i n e d . 

Folengo's works and linguistic exper iments have at times 
been misunders tood as merely impert inent parodies o f aulic 
models . It should , however, be unders tood that the language 
Fo lengo deve loped not only achieved comic effects through 
the idiosyncratic combinat ion o f Lat in structures and terms 
boiTowed f rom various dialects, but also that it was above all 
the express ion o f a literary maverick, an instrument de 
signed to u n d e r m i n e the n o r m established by Pietro B e m b o . 
Folengo's creative id iom was the result o f the writer's impa 
tience with an official language unable to prov ide a suitable 
vocabulary for the themes the Benedict ine m o n k chose to 
discuss. T h e s e themes focused primari ly on the chaos of 
everyday life observed in its most material and unpleasant 

forms, with all its grotesque and scatological overtones.6 2 Ye t 
this "ear thy" view o f the world was far f r o m display ing any 
sympathy for the p o o r and underpr iv i leged. Folengo 's texts 
had very little to commun ica te to ordinary peop le , and in fact 
the poet's publ ic was an extremely cultivated o n e . Indeed , as 
has been demons t ra ted by two eminen t classicists, his h e x a m 
eters were based on a flawless prosody.6 3 

After what has been stated above concern ing the possible 
re lat ionship between Fo lengo and R o m a n i n o , it is perhaps 
not too farfetched to read the painter's grotesque express ion
ism in a similar way. Roman ino ' s anticlassical e lements 
emerged a r o u n d 1519—20 when Fo lengo was prepar ing the 
second edi t ion o f Baldus, and even if we cannot prove that 
the painter des igned the woodcuts i l lustrating that edit ion, it 
is at least t empt ing to interpret R o m a n i n o ' s stylistic change 
as a conscious and cultivated crit ique o f the canon that T i t i an 
had established. T h e interpretat ion o f R o m a n i n o as an artist 
concerned about the condi t ion o f the poor a n d underpr iv i 
leged is not conv inc ing; neither does the theory o f a total 
intellectual isolation due to his he te rodox interests seem 
plausible, at least as far as the first decades o f the sixteenth 
century are concerned. Writers and painters such as Fo lengo 
and R o m a n i n o lost the battle not because they represented a 
lower social g roup , but because they tried to u n d e r m i n e a 
body o f rules which had been i m p o s e d by the classical canon. 

F rom a late twentieth-century po in t o f view, this may seem 
a strange and almost suicidal choice, but it is likely that 
a round 1520 such a stand was not perceived by R o m a n i n o as 
a route l ead ing to the intellectual isolation in which he 
eventually must have f o u n d himself . Indeed, artists such as 
Fo lengo a n d R o m a n i n o moved , at least dur ing this crucial 
per iod, in highly sophist icated circles which must have been 
genuinely interested in, a l though possibly puzz led by, their 
works. It is essential to unders tand that d u r i n g the first 
decades o f the s ixteenth century the final o u t c o m e o f the 
struggle over the def in i t ion o f a l inguistic canon was quite 
uncertain. T h e formal exper iments o f writers a n d painters 
such as Fo l engo and R o m a n i n o were carried out dur ing a 
per iod w h e n m a n y cards had still to be played, a n d those w h o 
adopted the so-called anticlassical posi t ion d id not yet know 
that they were enl ist ing in the los ing team. T h e s e were 
extremely confused years, and it is not at all easy to unravel 
the di f ferent strands o f a very c o m p l e x g a m e in which 
political aspirations, linguistic exper iments , a n d religious 
reforms were interl inked. On l y a comparat ive study f rom all 
these po ints o f view, which sooner or later must be carried 
out with the cooperat ion o f many dif ferent specialists and 
according to a strict chronologica l sequence, will prov ide 
answers to some o f these questions. 

A m o n g the most urgent desiderata for sketching a p lau
sible comparat ive history o f the first twenty-five years o f the 
sixteenth century in northeast Italy are: detai led catalogues 
raisonnes for all the he terodox artists o f the per iod , thus 
c o m p l e m e n t i n g what is already known about the ma jo r 
figures (G iorg ione , T i t i an , G iovann i Bellini, Sebastiano, 
etc.); a comprehens ive survey o f all the il lustrated books 
pr inted in the area between Brescia and Venice ; a m o n o 
graphic treatment o f the circulation o f G e r m a n books and 
prints in the territories o f the Dominante; an analysis o f the 
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patterns o f patronage, and m o r e specifically o f the networks 
created by the mendicant and monast ic orders with their 
specific rel igious interests; lastly, a phi lo logical reexamina 
tion o f all the texts which deal with the linguistic issue. G iven 
the l imited scope o f this essay, it is sufficient to po int out (as 
an e x a m p l e o f the complex i ty o f those vibrant years) that 
before the publ icat ion o f Bembo ' s Prose the classical n o r m 
was far f r om be ing universally accepted, and that anticlassi-
cal writers could rely u p o n a faithful and loyal audience.6 4 

T h e first edi t ion o f Folengo's Baldus, for examp le , was so well 
received that two pirated edit ions were publ i shed in Ven ice 
and in Mi lan in 1520, if we can trust Teof i lo ' s own words. 
Similarly, a l though R o m a n i n o was later forced to work for 
m i n o r centers in Va lcamonica , he did not immediate ly lose 
the support o f important patrons. In other words, Fo lengo 
and R o m a n i n o were undoubted ly eccentric and rebellious, 
but initially at least they were not entirely marginal ized. 

In the late 1520s, however, the situation in Northern Italy 
underwent a radical transformat ion: in 1524 Giu l io R o m a n o 
m o v e d to Mantua; after having publ ished his Prose in 1525, 
B e m b o worked hard to impose his rules o n Italian literary 
circles; and dur ing the same per iod C lement V I I initiated 
investigations into the circulation o f supposedly heretical 
books. Wi th in a few years the operat ional marg in of hetero
d o x intiatives was drastically reduced. A l t h o u g h Fo lengo 
later publ i shed a third, revised edit ion o f his great p o e m , in 
1534 he re jo ined the congregat ion o f S. Giust ina, and his last 
works were written in Tuscan and in Lat in .^ It was in this 
changed and undoubted ly m o r e dangerous cl imate that 
R o m a n i n o was forced to accept the commiss ions o f c o m m u 
nities in Valcamonica; or perhaps he felt that only in such a 
remote area, well known for its he terodox religious incl ina
tions, cou ld he cont inue his formal exper iments . 

In the late 1540s Roman ino ' s partnership with his son- in-
law, Lat tanz io Gambara , gave a new direct ion to the last 
works o f the o ld Brescian master. Fol lowing a per iod o f study 
with the C a m p i in C r e m o n a , G a m b a r a impor ted the lan
guage o f the Maniera into Brescia, thus prov id ing R o m a n i n o 
with a new linguistic id iom. T h e result was that Roman ino ' s 
pa int ings once more became fashionable with the Brescian 
elite. Nevertheless, the glorious per iod o f anticlassical exper i 

mentat ion , when R o m a n i n o and some o f his col leagues such 
as A l tobe l lo M e l o n e dared quest ion the rule imposed by the 
classical canon , was forever over. 

T o conclude, it should be noted that as historians we tend 
to bui ld our narratives as a m o r e or less clear chain o f events; 
taking advantage o f our hindsight , we separate what is 
" i m p o r t a n t " f r o m what is "marg ina l . " T h i s is a reasonable 
approach , and as far as the present issue is concerned , 
n o b o d y wou ld question that T i t ian was infinitely m o r e 
inf luential than R o m a n i n o in the subsequent history o f 
Western paint ing. Yet it is unlikely that we can fully u n d e r 
stand how the center took its shape if we d o not also e x a m i n e 
the margins. A history o f s ixteenth-century Italian pa in t ing 
can n o longer be written by isolating the achievements o f the 
most impor tant artists f r om the issues that were debated 
a round them and in oppos i t ion to their views. T o quote f r o m 
an essay by Dante Isella, w h o elaborates a suggestion by 
Car lo Dionisott i : " to write a history o f [Italian] l iterature 
means to investigate the c o m p l e x relationships between the 
dif ferent cultural centers o f the peninsula and o f the conti 
nent in their dif ferent chronological phases, and to under 
stand the game o f thrusts and counterthrusts on which that 
history is built."w> 

T h e history o f Italian art is still reluctant to follow such a 
path. 
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