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Introduction

Just think what would have happened if Madon-
na Laura had gotten around to writing as much 
about Petrarch as he wrote about her: you’d have 
seen things turn out quite differently then!
Tullia d’Aragona1

When Tullia d’Aragona (ca. 1510–1556) wrote these prescient words 
in her Dialogo della infinità di amore (1547), she forecast a critical 
literary dilemma regarding the voice of “the beloved,” the glorified fe-
male figure whom male writers of the period placed on a pedestal: her 
silence. Aragona herself, writing with the authority of a learned cor-
tigiana onesta, embodied another critical literary dilemma: the sexual-
ized link between voice and body for Renaissance women. Moreover, 
because she wrote in response to Sperone Speroni’s Dialogo di amore 
(1542), partly to protest his stereotypical depiction of courtesans as 
incapable of any love higher than the carnal on the Neoplatonic lad-
der of love, she also hints at the ever-present double-standard under-
scored in men’s lives and writing from this period regarding men’s own 
sexuality and spirituality.2 Her work, on its own a witty representative 
text of the Renaissance dialogue genre, becomes even more accessible 
to readers familiar with Petrarch’s Canzoniere when viewed alongside 
Speroni’s dialogue. Read in this broader literary context, Aragona’s 
dialogue provides an intriguing glimpse into the “other side” of nu-
merous issues related to women during this period, many of which 
are also examined by the diverse voices of other early modern Italian 
women writers. However, as in Aragona’s case, the rich array of refer-
ences in such women’s texts can be best understood when their works 
are read alongside those of the men whose pronouncements permeate 
the literary milieus in which such women wrote. Read against these 

1. Tullia d’Aragona, Dialogue on the Infinity of Love, trans. Rinaldina Russell and Bruce 
Merry, The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1997), 69.

2. Sperone Speroni, Dialogo di amore, in Opere, ed. Natale dalle Laste and Marco Forcellini 
(1740; reprint, Rome: Vecchiarelli, 1989), 1:1–45.
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prevalent lines of thought during this period, women’s works reveal 
from both literary and historical perspectives why they should be an 
integral part of early modern literary studies: they bring to light the 
Other Voice that sometimes questions the dominant philosophies, 
sometimes colludes with them, but indisputably co-creates the liter-
ary society of the period.

Thanks to the availability of new editions and translations of 
their works and to contemporary scholars’ interest in their existence, 
the works of Italian women writers from the sixteenth and early sev-
enteenth centuries are once again reaching a broad audience.3 Thus, it 
is important to bring into focus the cultural and intellectual contexts 
in which these works were written. Numerous questions about such 
contexts arise: What views were prominent regarding women’s educa-
tion, spirituality, and sexuality? How were women perceived by their 
male contemporaries? How, like Aragona’s imagined Laura, did they 
respond to what men wrote about them? To which men’s writing did 
they respond? In men’s writing, what did they seek to imitate, and 
what did they reject? 

In the first part of this volume, we explore often-cited male-
authored texts that illustrate facets of the literary, social, and cultural 
stimuli that helped to shape the world of these women writers. In 
the second part, we provide case studies of specific male writers with 
whom such women writers were indeed “in dialogue” in some capac-
ity. The goals of this volume are to illustrate the complexity and variety 
of contexts for sixteenth-century Italian women’s works and to present 
a selection of texts that have not always been easily accessible in Eng-
lish that facilitate the reading and understanding of those works.

There is much to learn about early modern women’s writing by 
examining texts that illustrate the ideological forces at work in their 
cultural moment. Traditionally, canonical Renaissance literature has 
mainly included works by authors such as Petrarch, Boccaccio, Ario-

3.  For examples of the numbers of editions and print runs of the works of numerous six-
teenth-century Italian women writers, see Diana Robin’s Publishing Women: Salons, the 
Presses, and the Counter-Reformation in Sixteenth-Century Italy (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2007), 205–18.
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sto, and Castiglione,4 men whose works have appeared in numerous 
translations and have been presented to readers as seminal representa-
tives of Renaissance thought. No one would argue that the works of 
such major authors were not critical influences on the literary milieus 
of sixteenth- and early-seventeenth-century women writers, but rely-
ing solely on the works of major canonical writers to approximate the 
worldview of women writers leaves large gaps in scholars’ impressions 
of the historical moment. These gaps have too often been filled by 
timeworn assumptions that do little to illuminate the circumstances 
of women writers and sometimes even distort them.

Jacob Burckhardt’s canonical, authoritative voice on Renais-
sance Italy assures us that to “understand the higher forms of social 
intercourse at this period, we must keep before our minds the fact that 
women stood on a footing of perfect equality with men” and that we 
“must not suffer ourselves to be misled by the sophistical and often 
malicious talk about the assumed inferiority of the female sex, which 
we meet with now and then in the dialogues of this time.”5 Of courte-
sans, he writes, it is clear that they “were treated with no slight respect 
and consideration. Even when relations with them were broken off, 
their good opinion was still desired.”6 Such facile pronouncements 
have been brought into question by much scholarship from the 1970s 
onward. 

Most famously, perhaps, Joan Kelly interrogates Burckhardt’s 
ideas in her 1977 essay, “Did Women Have a Renaissance?”7 Her an-
swer to that question, in light of his assumptions, is an emphatic “no.” 
However, as more recent scholars have realized, that answer should 
probably be a qualified “yes,” but one quite different from that as-

4. In The Italian Renaissance Reader (New York: Meridian / Penguin, 1987), editors Julia Co-
naway Bondanella and Mark Musa present Francesco Petrarca, Giovanni Boccaccio, Leon 
Battista Alberti, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Leonardo da Vinci, Baldessare Castiglione, 
Niccolò Machiavelli, Francesco Guicciardini, Benvenuto Cellini, Michelangelo Buonarroti, 
and Giorgio Vasari as the “major Italian writers and influential thinkers of the Renaissance” 
in their subtitle.

5.  Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Italian Renaissance, trans. S. C. G. Middlemore 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1958), 2:389.

6.  Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Italian Renaissance, 2:394.

7.  Joan Kelly, “Did Women Have a Renaissance?” in Women, History, and Theory (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1984), 19–49; see her note on Burckhardt, 47.
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serted by Burckhardt. Beginning with the publication of the writings 
of Isotta Nogarola (1418–1466),8 and continuing through numerous 
works by Italian women writers of the sixteenth century, one finds, for 
example, a strong trend in protofeminist thought that engaged with 
the dominant philosophies of the times. The letters of Laura Cereta 
(1469–1499)9 and Cassandra Fedele (1465–1558)10 provide examples 
of strong protofeminist voices during this period, as do Moderata 
Fonte (1555–1592),11 Lucrezia Marinella (1571–1653),12 and Arcange-
la Tarabotti (1604–1652).13 Olympia Morata’s (1526–1555) classical 
education and Calvinist convictions may be seen to embody the hu-
manist interests and religious controversies of her time.14

Numerous new editions of such women’s works in belles lettres 
are currently available. Among those works never quite as “lost” as oth-
ers are those of the courtesan-writers Tullia d’Aragona and Veronica 
Franco (1546–1591), whose poetry may be found along with that of sev-
eral other early modern Italian women writers in recent translations.15 
Franco’s works have also been translated,16 as has Aragona’s Dialogue 

8.  Isotta Nogarola, The Complete Writings, ed. and trans. Margaret L. King and Diana Robin, 
The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).

9.  Laura Cereta, Collected Letters of a Renaissance Feminist, ed. and trans. Diana Robin, The 
Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997).

10.  Cassandra Fedele, Letters and Orations, ed. and trans. Diana Robin, The Other Voice in 
Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000).

11.  Moderata Fonte (Modesta Pozzo), The Worth of Women: Wherein Is Clearly Revealed 
Their Nobility and Their Superiority to Men, ed. and trans. Virginia Cox, The Other Voice in 
Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997).

12.  Lucrezia Marinella, The Nobility and Excellence of Women and the Defects and Vices of 
Men, introd. Letizia Panizza, trans. Anne Dunhill, The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999).

13.  Arcangela Tarabotti, Paternal Tyranny, ed. and trans. Letizia Panizza, The Other Voice 
in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004).

14.  Olympia Morata, The Complete Writings of an Italian Heretic, ed. and trans. Holt Parker, 
The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).

15. Women Poets of the Italian Renaissance, ed. and trans. Laura Anna Stortoni and Mary 
Prentice Lillie (New York: Italica Press, 1997).

16. Veronica Franco, Poems and Selected Letters, ed. and trans. Ann Rosalind Jones and 
Margaret F. Rosenthal, The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998).
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on the Infinity of Love.17 Some of the poetry of the similarly renowned 
noblewoman Vittoria Colonna (1492–1547) appears in a translation of 
Sonnets for Michelangelo,18 and the poetry of Laura Battiferra (1523–
1589) has also been recently published in English.19 The musical virtuo-
sa and poet Gaspara Stampa’s (1523–1554) poetry has been translated 
in part, and a complete edition of her poetry appeared in The Other 
Voice in Early Modern Europe series in 2010.20 Musical virtuosa, ac-
tor, and academician Isabella Andreini’s (1562–1604) pastoral La Mir-
tilla has been translated,21 as has a selection of her poetry.22 Maddalena 
Campiglia’s pastoral Flori has been published in translation,23 and Giulia 
Bigolina’s (ca. 1516–ca. 1569) prose romance and novella are available 
in two translations.24 Fonte’s chivalric romance is also now available.25 

17.  Tullia d’Aragona, Dialogue on the Infinity of Love, ed. and trans. Bruce Merry and Rinal-
dina Russell, The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1997).

18.  Vittoria Colonna, Sonnets for Michelangelo, ed. and trans. Abigail Brundin, The Other 
Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).

19.  Laura Battiferra degli Ammannati, Laura Battiferra and Her Literary Circle, ed. and 
trans. Victoria Kirkham, The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2006).

20.  Gaspara Stampa, Selected Poems, ed. and trans. Laura Anna Stortoni and Mary Prentice 
Lillie (New York: Italica Press, 1994); Complete Poems, trans. Jane Tylus, The Other Voice in 
Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010)..

21.  Isabella Andreini, La Mirtilla: A Pastoral, ed. and trans. Julie D. Campbell, Medieval and 
Renaissance Texts and Studies 242 (Tempe: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance 
Studies, 2002).

22.  Isabella Andreini, Selected Poems of Isabella Andreini, ed. Anne MacNeil, trans. James 
Wyatt Cook (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2005).

23.  Maddalena Campiglia, Flori: A Pastoral Drama, ed. and introd. Virginia Cox and Lisa 
Sampson, trans. Virginia Cox, The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 2004).

24.  Giulia Bigolina, Urania: A Romance, ed. and trans. Valeria Finucci, The Other Voice in 
Early Modern Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004); and Giulia Bigolina, 
Urania: The Story of a Young Woman’s Love & The Novella of Giulia Camposanpiero and 
Thesibaldo Vitaliani, ed. and trans. Christopher Nissen, Medieval and Renaissance Texts 
and Studies 262 (Tempe, AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 2004).

25. Moderata Fonte (Modesta Pozzo), Floridoro: A Chivalric Romance, ed. and introd. Vale-
ria Finucci, trans. Julie Kisacky, The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 2006).
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