
1

Introduction

The Other Voice

Isabella Andreini (1562–1604) made her name by inventing and playing “other 
voices,” including her own. From obscure beginnings she managed to create and 
market a new persona infused with stardom, known as la divina Isabella.1 Offstage 
she promoted her image as a virtuous wife and devout mother, while on stage she 
played the headstrong, proudly intellectual “Isabella,” who could lose control in 
a second when passion moved her. A prodigy in theater, literature, and music, 
Andreini wrote the bestselling Mirtilla (1588), distinctive in being “more theatri-
cal” and “more sensual” than other Renaissance pastorals by women.2 Despite a 
frantic schedule of travel, punctuated by the births of seven children, she pro-
duced hundreds of poems and wrote and performed in both genders, as she re-
minded her admirers in the opening sonnet in her Rime—“as in the Theatre, now 
a woman, / Now a man, I’ve played in varied style, / As Nature would instruct, 
and Art.”3 

1. On Andreini’s persona and self-marketing see Rosalind Kerr, The Rise of the Diva on the Sixteenth-
Century Commedia dell’Arte Stage (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2015). For biographical 
details see Siro Ferrone, La Commedia dell’Arte: Attrici e attori italiani in Europa (XVI–XVIII secolo) 
(Turin: Einaudi, 2014), 262–63; Achille Fiocco, “Isabella Andreini,” in vol. 1 of Enciclopedia dello spet-
tacolo (Rome: Casa Editrice Le Maschere, 1954), 555–58; Anne MacNeil, Music and Women of the 
Commedia dell’Arte in the Late Sixteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 188; and 
Stefano Mazzoni, “Genealogia e vicende della famiglia Andreini,” in Origini della Commedia Improvvisa 
o dell’Arte, ed. Maria Luisa Chiabò and Federico Doglio (Rome: Edizioni Torre d’Orfeo, 1996), 107–61.

2. Virginia Cox, The Prodigious Muse: Women’s Writing in Counter-Reformation Italy (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011), 101–2. Mirtilla is one of seven pastorals by women in the 
period: they include Barbara Torelli Benedetti’s Partenia (ca. 1586), Maddalena Campiglia’s Flori 
(1588), Leonora Bernardi’s Clorilli (ca. 1591), Valeria Miani’s Amorosa speranza (1604), and Isabetta 
Coreglia’s La Dori (1634) and Erindo il Fido (1650). For translations of some of these plays in the 
Other Voice series, see Andreini’s Mirtilla, ed. Valeria Finucci and trans. Julia Kisacky (2018); Torelli 
Benedetti’s Partenia, ed. and trans. Lisa Sampson and Barbara Burgess-Van Aken (2013); Campiglia’s 
Flori, ed. Virginia Cox and Lisa Sampson, trans. Virginia Cox (2004); Miani’s Amorosa speranza, ed. 
and trans. by Alexandra Coller as Amorous Hope, a Pastoral Play (2020), and Coreglia’s La Dori, also 
ed. and trans. by Alexandra Coller (forthcoming).

3. The much-quoted sonnet is characteristically bold and challenging:
 
If ever anyone reads my neglected verses,
Do not believe in their false ardours,
For loves imagined onstage
I have set forth with unreal emotions.
With lies, no less with false words,
I have portrayed the Muses’ high madnesses,
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For her literary talents the male-only Academy of the Intenti admitted her 
as a member, bestowing on her the honorary epithet “l’Accesa” (“the woman on 
fire”), while humanists and poets praised her eloquence and masculine virtù. In 
France, she was the favorite actress of Henri IV and Marie de’ Medici, admired 
by poets and courtiers, and befriended by Marie de Beaulieu, a lady-in-waiting to 
Marguerite de Valois. Tragically, she died on the road, after suffering a miscarriage 
in Lyon. Even in death, however, her stardom refused to succumb to oblivion, the 
fate that awaited most players. She was honored in Lyon with a torchlit funeral 
and a church burial—the ultimate form of respect for an actress whose profession 
was often equated with prostitution. 

Her reputation would continue to resonate on the Continent for decades 
after her death. The French reading public, especially, embraced her Lettere (first 
published in 1607), which were often printed with her Fragmenti (first published 
in 1617).4 And, in a sense, Andreini managed to project her voice beyond the 
grave with these successful posthumous publications, which were edited by her 
husband Francesco Andreini (c. 1548–1624). A celebrity himself, Francesco 
played the innamorato and the Capitano opposite his much younger wife, who 
was by far the bigger star. As editor, Francesco took great pains to ensure that the 
published contrasti would please a wide audience and preserve his wife’s reputa-
tion, while steering clear of Counter-Reformation censors. For example, he omit-
ted the title of the debate “On Idolatry in Love” from the table of contents in the 
first two editions, possibly because “idolatry” had become something of a taboo 
word in this period, with Protestants constantly accusing the Catholic Church of 
tolerating idolatrous attitudes and practices.5 

Sometimes bewailing my fictive sorrows,
Sometimes singing my fictive delights.
And as in the Theatre, now a woman,
Now a man, I’ve played in varied style
As Nature would instruct, and Art.
Following once more my star of fleeting years,
In green April, with varied style,
A good thousand pages. (Rime [Milano: 1601] sig. A.)

 
See Selected Poems of Isabella Andreini, ed. Anne MacNeil and trans. James Wyatt Cook (Lanham, 
MD: Scarecrow Press, 2005). On Andreini’s playfully bi-gendered voice, capable of “ventriloquiz-
ing” male speakers and their rhetorical habits, see Virginia Cox, Lyric Poetry by Women of the Italian 
Renaissance (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013), 174–84.

4. See Bernard A. Bray, L’Art de la lettre amoureuse: Des manuels aux romans (1550–1700) (The Hague 
and Paris: Mouton, 1967), 14.

5. The contrasto on “Idolatry in Love” is in both editions, but the title is omitted from the table of 
contents in each. The content may have been considered sacrilegious, since it describes a scene of a 
woman worshipping the god Jove in his temple, while a man worships her. Idolatry was an especially 
sensitive matter for the comici, since antitheatrical clergy sometimes attacked divas such as Isabella 
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for being idolized and even worshipped by their many admirers. Giovan Battista Andreini and others 
wrote defenses on the subject; see Fabrizio Fiaschini, L’“incessabil agitazione”: Giovan Battista Andreini 
tra professione teatrale, cultura, letteratura e religione (Pisa: Giardini, 2007), 16–20, 55–62; Carina L. 
Johnson, “Stone Gods and Counter-Reformation Knowledges,” in Making Knowledge in Early Modern 
Europe: Practices, Objects, and Texts, 1400–1800, ed. Pamela H. Smith and Benjamin Schmidt (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2008), 233–47; and Ferrone, La Commedia dell’Arte, 40–51.

Figure 1. Title page from Fragmenti di Alcune Scritture della Signora Isabella An-
dreini . . . , Gio. Battista Combi, Venice, 1617. Rare Book & Manuscript Library, 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
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In terms of theater history, Fragmenti di alcune scritture6 is the only source 
of its kind: an insider’s guide to arte playing and playmaking by its most acclaimed 
actress, revised by her lifelong stage partner. Nonetheless, the book’s framing 
apparatus is disarmingly modest. The title suggests the sad remains of unedited 
works, while the “Tavola” promises little more than dry academic exercises. These 
fragments, however, reveal themselves to be far from arid. The text seeks to en-
tertain and inspire the reader with a lively assortment of amorous debates, or 
contrasti. Thirty-one pairs of elegant innamorati with intriguing monikers enter 
in quick succession to perform amorous vignettes. They bat around learned topoi 
to further their ends, but these civil conversations often turn into hot encounters 
full of pitched arguments. Serious issues emerge, such as the ways husbands can 
turn into tyrants, or the dangers of slander and sexual violence that face young 
women. One innamorata resists marrying, citing the propensity of fathers-in-law 
to lust after their sons’ brides. A virago mocks a Capitano who threatens to blow 
up her impregnable “citadel,” telling him his “cannonballs” are small and weak. 
Besotted suitors spout Neoplatonic absurdities, punctured by the innamorata’s 
barbs. Just one happy young woman makes blissful plans to marry, but many oth-
ers wage all-out wars of frustration or jealousy. In the grip of conflicting passions 
one male lover runs mad, and another faints dead away.7 

While each innamorata has a distinctive profile, all are facets of Isabella 
Andreini. In this special theater of memory, readers are invited to envision the 
great diva acting at the height of her powers. Verbal arts are paramount in these 
brief mementoes of her skills and her career. Each woman speaker is never at a 
loss for words: she upstages her opponent by out-talking, out-thinking, and out-
mocking him. If he cites one authority, she cites four. If he launches a conceit, she 
tops it. If he grows lewd, she hits back—hard, fast, and sometimes below the belt. 
If a suitor presses for a kiss, she can chill him with a blast of Counter-Reformation 
rhetoric. Even when jealousy or frustrated love makes her lose control, she ex-
presses herself with an intensity that dominates the action, and in quick-changing 
tones, whether arch, seductive, playful, professorial, furious, frenzied, logical, 
disdainful, or amused. 

Readers and colleagues would expect no less. A genius at self-marketing, 
Isabella Andreini trumpeted her own versatility, proudly boasting in her Rime 
about her emotive and generic range.8 Owing largely to the diva’s talents, the 

6. Fragmenti di alcune scritture della Signora Isabella Andreini Comica Gelosa et Academica intenta, 
first published in Venice in 1617 by Giovanni Battista Combi, is also known as the Ragionamenti and 
the Contrasti amorosi. 

7. See contrasti 13 (“On Conjugal Love”), 29 (“On Feigning Love for One Woman, While Loving 
Another”), 30 (“On Loving Idolatrously”), and 31 (“With a Passionate Swoon”).

8. See note 3 on her opening sonnet in Rime, in which she boasts of multiple skills, musical, poetic, and 
theatrical, and of playing comic, tragic, female, and male roles. See also Kerr, The Rise of the Diva, on 
the eroticized aspects of her self-marketing. 
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Gelosi company had a repertory wider than that of the traveling players in Hamlet, 
who had no star actresses. She could play a naive ingenue or a tricky adulterous 
wife, a suicidal Moroccan princess or a cross-dressed Turkish slave; she could be 
totally mad or learnedly sane, chaste or unchaste, madcap or scholarly; she could 
imitate every comic maschera in her troupe, and play brilliantly in every genre, 
including tragicomic pastoral, commedia grave, and tragedy.9 

As a writer, Isabella created works to burnish her literary reputation, but at 
the same time they were absorbed into her stock of material for the stage. Any of 
her poems, letters, or contrasti could be memorized and put to use, adapted for 
performance. This is why they have a distinctly theatrical quality, stressing the im-
personation of character in all kinds of moods and occasions. Common themes 
and character types point to the shared roots of works in different genres: in her 
bestselling pastoral Mirtilla (1588), for example, the witty, histrionic nymphs 
strongly resemble several innamorate in the contrasti. Her “highly theatricalized” 
fictional letters present a parade of characters, male and female, whose utterances 
resemble stage soliloquies, laments, and tirades in a variety of situations, some 
thematically and verbally similar to those in her contrasti.10 Scholarly interest in 
her life and works is on the rise, largely because of the abundance and significance 
of these publications. Mirtilla, for example, has had no fewer than three mod-
ern editions: an English edition, translated and edited by Julie D. Campbell; a 
bilingual edition edited by Valeria Finucci and translated by Julia Kisacky for The 
Other Voice; and an Italian edition by Maria Luisa Doglio.11 Andreini’s Lettere, her 
most famous posthumous work, is now being edited and translated by Caterina 
Mongiat Farina and Paola De Santo for this series. The boom would undoubtedly 
please Isabella, who not only sought lasting fame, but worked overtime to imbue 
her writing with theatricality and the sheen of learning, culled from many sources.

Tasso, Ariosto, and other male poets of the period were major influences 
on her work and career, but so were women writers and celebrities. To be famous 

9. See the index and individual scenarios in Richard Andrews, ed. and trans., The Commedia dell’Arte 
of Flaminio Scala: A Translation and Analysis of 30 Scenarios (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2008). 
The original collection of fifty scenarios (mostly comedies, but with several works in other genres, 
including tragedy) is a memorial to Isabella Andreini and other great players; any of the innamorate 
could have been played by Isabella, and some plays and leading roles bear her name.

10. According to Robert Henke, “The typical apostrophic address of the Petrarchan speaker to the 
object of desire characterizes, in fact, most of the highly theatricalized Lettere of Isabella Andreini.” 
See Performance and Literature in the Commedia dell’Arte (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002), 40. For discussion and examples, see Meredith K. Ray, “Between Stage and Page: The Letters 
of Isabella Andreini,” in her Writing Gender in Women’s Letter Collections of the Italian Renaissance 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 164–66. 

11. La Mirtilla: A Pastoral, ed. and trans. Julie D. Campbell (Tempe: Arizona Center for Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies, 2002); Mirtilla, a Pastoral: A Bilingual Edition, ed. Finucci and trans. Kisacky; 
and La Mirtilla, ed. Maria Luisa Doglio (Lucca: Fazzi, 1995).
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throughout Italy for one’s writing and intellect was a distinction achieved by few 
women before the 1580s, when Isabella began to publish.12 To perfect her mask 
of untouchable refinement joined with intellect, Isabella could look to a handful 
of stellar women far above her in social rank. Vittoria Colonna (1492–1547), the 
Marchioness of Pescara, for example, won accolades for her piety and virtue as a 
poet and wife, and Ariosto honored her by name in Orlando Furioso.13 The glit-
tering memory of Isabella d’Este, Marchioness of Mantua (1474–1539)—hailed 
as “la prima donna del mondo”—was very much alive, especially in Mantua, 
home of the Gonzaga dukes, patrons of the Gelosi. When Isabella styles herself 
“una Cittadina del Mondo” in the preface to Lettere, she evokes the past glory 
and worldly grandeur of this far more exalted Isabella.14 The actress’s patrons, 
especially Eleonora de’ Medici and Marie de’ Medici, lent her priceless cachet, 
and as she grew familiar with them, she had ample opportunity to observe their 
bearing, manners and hauteur. But Andreini did not stick to safe topics or courtly 
women in her debates for the stage: she also set about to dazzle and thrill with 
daring passages of eroticism spiced with bawdy wit and satire. Her risky audacity 
also had famous precedents. Despite Isabella’s lifelong public campaign to put 
distance between herself and the cortigiana and meretrice, several contrasti al-
lude to or imitate the passions and poetic performances of the courtesan Tullia 
d’Aragona. Another debate evokes the turbulent life of courtesan-poet Veronica 

12. Noted authors who have appeared in this series include Vittoria Colonna, Sonnets for Michelangelo: 
A Bilingual Edition, ed. and trans. Abigail Brundin (2005); Isabella d’Este, Selected Letters, ed. and 
trans. Deanna Shemek (2017); Tullia d’Aragona, Dialogue on the Infinity of Love, ed. and trans. 
Rinaldina Russell and Bruce Merry (1997); and Aragona’s Poems and Letters, ed. and trans. Julia L. 
Hairston (2014). Contemporaries wrote key works on issues important to Andreini’s writings, such as 
Moderata Fonte, The Worth of Women (1600), edited and translated by Virginia Cox (1997).

13. Ariosto, Orlando Furioso (1532), canto 37. Colonna’s poetry, first published in 1538, was in circula-
tion earlier.

14. From the author’s preface to Lettere: “Asked why he was born, Anaxagoras replied: to contemplate 
the stars above. Since this can only be accomplished by means of knowledge, we come to recognize 
that each one of us who is born, is born with the desire to gain knowledge. Now, being by the grace of 
the Supreme Maker sent out to become a Citizen of the World, and my desire of gaining knowledge 
being by chance born more fervent in me than in many other women of our age, who can find that by 
virtue of their long study, many women have become famous and immortal . . . I wished with all my 
powers to nourish it.” [“Dimandato Anassagora, perch’era nato, disse: per contemplar le stelle, la qual 
cosa non potendosi fare, se non per mezzo del sapere, ci fa conoscer’, che ogn’uno che nasce, nasce 
con desiderio di sapere; hor essend’io stata dalla bontà del Sommo Fattore mandata ad esser’ Cittadina 
del Mondo, & essendo per avventura questo desiderio di sapere nato in me più ardente, che in molt’ 
altre donne dell’età nostra, le quali come che scuoprano in virtù degli studi molte, e molte esser’ dive-
nute celebri, & immortali . . . ho voluto a tutta mia possanza alimentarlo.”] Isabella Andreini, Lettere 
(Venice: Marc’ Antonio Zaltieri, 1607). In this preface, the diva created a “Pan-European persona” 
and “stretched the bounds of citizenship” by calling herself a “cittadina del mondo,” according to Erith 
Jaffe-Berg, The Multilingual Art of Commedia dell’Arte (New York: Legas, 2009), 62.
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Franco, who was accused of witchcraft.15 “Other voices” like these fill Fragmenti, 
but the strongest and clearest are those of professional players at work. And not 
just any players, but the most famous innamorati in the most famous troupe, with 
an international reputation made possible by its versatile diva.

 

Figure 2. With its laughing mask (comedy), serious mask (tragedy), and pair of 
satyrs (pastoral), this portrait celebrates Isabella’s versatility.

Life, Works, Legend: “A Brilliant Discursive Mask”

Any assessment of Isabella’s early life must begin in speculation. Her father has 
been vaguely identified as one Paolo Canali of Venice, but scholars have been 
unable to document any connection to that family. According to Sarah Gwyneth 
Ross, the actress may have been an illegitimate daughter of the patrician Canali 

15. Marked allusions to Tullia d’Aragona’s works and milieu occur in Contrasto 1 (“On the Worthiness 
of Lovers”), 8 (“On the Exchange of Souls”), and 18 (“That There Is No Love without Pleasure”), dis-
cussed later in the Introduction and in endnotes. For an allusion to Veronica Franco and the accusa-
tions of witchcraft against her, see Contrasto 10 (“On the Enchantment of the Eyes”). 
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family of Venice, but even this appears highly unlikely.16 How she gained her edu-
cation and artistic skills is also a mystery. In The Rise of the Diva, Rosalind Kerr 
observes that her “extensive classical education and training in the fine arts and 
her skills as a poet and musician are more consistent with the traditional upbring-
ing of an honest courtesan than of a woman of a respectable family,” expressing 
the consensus today among most scholars of early Italian actresses.17 

When Isabella married Francesco in 1578, he was about twice her age: she 
was sixteen and he was in his early thirties. Francesco was unusually well edu-
cated, and had years of experience as an actor; it may have been he who “intro-
duced Isabella to learned discourse.”18 Isabella took on her husband’s impressive 
surname (his family name was purportedly Cerracchi) and became his lifelong 
collaborator in presenting “a brilliant discursive mask” of refinement to the 
world.19 Being (or seeming) chastely and happily married, unlike many other cou-
ples among the comici, was key to their prestige and success. The Andreini would 
ultimately have three sons and four daughters. Only the firstborn, Giovan Battista 
Andreini, would join the profession, carrying on their legacy in acting and writ-
ing.20 Isabella’s unsullied reputation as wife and mother helped bolster her stardom 
and made her more acceptable in elite circles, and even to some in the church. As 
Louise George Clubb and Alexandra Coller have shown, Isabella used Counter-
Reformation virtue in her roles and writings as a tool of self-fashioning, and as 

16. Sarah Gwyneth Ross, The Birth of Feminism: Woman as Intellect in Renaissance Italy and England 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 214.

17. Kerr, The Rise of the Diva, 103, based on the work of, among others, Ferdinando Taviani and 
Mirella Schino, Il segreto della Commedia dell’Arte: La memoria delle compagnie italiane del XVI, XVII 
e XVIII secolo (Florence: La Casa Usher, 2007).

18. Ross, Birth of Feminism, 213. 

19. Ross, Birth of Feminism, 213. Together they built “a monument of literary nobility” and spotless 
virtue that proved a success: “the Andreini carved out a respected place within the cultural elite, but 
their success had nothing to do with social status or wealth; they had neither” (213). 

20. Giovan Battista Andreini was born in 1576. If his mother Isabella was born in 1562 and married 
in 1578, she was unmarried and fourteen years old at his birth. Giovan Battista became a famous 
actor-playwright and leader of the Fedeli troupe; he married the diva Virginia Ramponi, a star in early 
opera (1583–ca. 1630). Isabella and Francesco had six more children: Lavinia, later known as suor 
Fulvia (dates unknown), who was placed in service to Eleonora de’ Medici in Mantua, 1587–97, then 
entered the monastery of the Madri della Catelma, Mantua; Pietro Paolo, dates unknown, who entered 
the Vallombrosian order in 1595; Domenico, dates unknown; a daughter who served the grand duke 
and duchess of Florence “by April 1587”; and two daughters about whom nothing is currently known 
(MacNeil, Music and Women, 48, 238, 259). On G. B. Andreini see Kerr, The Rise of the Diva, 102–4, 
and Ferrone, La Commedia dell’Arte, 260–62. He wrote many innovative plays; The Other Voice has 
published his Love in the Mirror (“Amor nello specchio”), ed. and trans. Jon R. Snyder (Toronto: Iter 
Inc. and Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 2009).
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a shield in the face of perennial attacks on actresses.21 Taking a one-dimensional 
view of Andreini is always misleading, however. While she frequently makes ref-
erence to Counter-Reformation pieties, she tempers her tone with enough wit, 
verve, and subversive exuberance to keep her audiences in thrall. 

Although the sources of Andreini’s learning are obscure, her published 
work shows evidence of an elite humanist education that sets her apart from other 
prime donne. Her membership in the Accademia degli Intenti of Pavia, and her 
correspondence with the Belgian humanist scholar Erycius Puteanus, illustrate 
her hard-won status among learned male elites in Italy. As Lisa Sampson has 
shown, many humanists did not relish the idea of a woman, much less an actress, 
joining their ranks.22 Perhaps for this reason, Puteanus harped on her manliness 
in his letters. In one missive he observed that the name Andreini was based on 
the Greek for “man,” which suited her perfectly.23 Her performances with the 
Gelosi, which she co-directed in some periods with her husband, as well as her 
intellectual and literary prowess and publications, brought her to the attention of 
Torquato Tasso, Giovan Battista Marino, Jacopo Castelvetro, Gabriello Chiabrera, 
and Ridolfo Campeggi, among others.24 

Her popularity among the literati extended to France. Italian players met 
with great success in Paris, but the Gelosi were favored above the rest in court 
circles during the reigns of Henri III and Henri IV.25 Popular with Medici women 

21. Louise George Clubb, Italian Drama in Shakespeare’s Time (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1989), 271, and Alexandra Coller, “Isabella Andreini’s La Mirtilla (1588): Pastoral Drama and 
Conjugal Love in Counter-Reformation Italy,” Italian Quarterly 46, no. 179/180 (2009): 17–29. On her 
use of this discourse in self-fashioning, see Kathryn Bosi, “Accolades for an Actress: On Some Literary 
and Musical Tributes for Isabella Andreini,” Recercare 15 (2003): 73–117; MacNeil, Music and Women, 
48–51, 90–92; and Kerr, The Rise of the Diva, 103–32.

22. See the correspondence between Andreini and Puteanus in MacNeil, Music and Women, 
305–23, and the discussion in Ross, Birth of Feminism, 216–25. On academies, see Lisa Sampson, 
“Amateurs Meet Professionals: Theatrical Activities in Late Sixteenth-Century Italian Academies,” 
in The Reinvention of Theatre in Sixteenth-Century Europe: Traditions, Texts and Performance, ed. 
T. F. Earle and Catarina Fouto (Abingdon, UK, and New York: Legenda, 2015), 187–218, and, also 
by Lisa Sampson, “Isabella Andreini and the Intenti Academy of Pavia” (a talk delivered at New York 
University on March 31, 2014; the video can be seen at <http://www.casaitaliananyu.org/node/6313>).

23. Puteanus wrote the diva admiring letters in Latin, to which she responded in Italian. When he 
sought to compliment her masculine wit and virtú, he joked: “Shall I not call you by the name Andreini 
with good reason, and compare you to men?” (MacNeil, Music and Women, 311). 

24. See MacNeil, Music and Women, 77–126; Ross, Birth of Feminism, 212–34; and Valeria Finucci, 
“Editor’s Introduction,” in the Other Voice edition of Mirtilla, 6–7.

25. See Jacqueline Boucher, Société et mentalités autour de Henri III, 4 vols. (Paris: Champion, 1981), 
3:1,025–28, and Meredith K. Ray, “Isabella Andreini (1562–1604),” Italian Women Writers Library 
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 2008), <https://www.lib.uchicago.edu/efts/IWW/BIOS/A0003.
html>.
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in France, including Marie de’ Medici and Marguerite de Valois, daughter of 
Catherine de’ Medici, the French fortunes of the Andreini benefited enormously 
from their connections to the dynasty: “Medici patronage, by definition, had a 
strong French cast due to the long history of interwoven relations between the 
two courts.” 26 This influence radiated from Mantua as well as Florence, espe-
cially after Eleonora de’ Medici married Vincenzo Gonzaga in 1584. Both were 
strong supporters of the Andreini and Gelosi, and their sustained patronage made 
Mantua the Italian center of the commedia dell’arte. The Gelosi’s performance for 
the wedding celebration of Ferdinando de’ Medici and Christine de Lorraine in 
1589 in Florence further cemented Medici patronage.27 Aiming for readers among 
fans at the French court, Andreini published a small volume of her verse in Paris 
in 1603, and an anonymously translated edition of La Mirtilla was published in 
Paris in 1602.28

During the Gelosi’s visits to the Italianate French court, new patron-client 
relationships formed between female aristocrats and players, despite the vast 
disparity in social status. As a result, it was a Frenchwoman who wrote the first 
sustained defense of the actress and her troupe. During the troupe’s triumphant 
French tour of 1602–4, Marie de Beaulieu (ca. 1563–after 1603), wrote La Première 
atteinte contre ceux qui accusent les comedies (1603). An author and fille d’honneur 
first to Catherine de’ Médici and then to Marguerite de Valois, Beaulieu praised 
the Gelosi, but saved her highest praise for “Isabelle.”29 She noted that the “pru-
dence that guides [her] discourse, and the wisdom that shines in [her] actions, 
has satisfied our desires, and surpassed the hopes that the glory of the past could 
have us attain.” In a grand flourish, she called Isabella the “honor of her sex, regret 
of centuries past, glory of the present, envy of the ages to come, ornament of 
the earth, Marvel of heaven, miracle of nature, sacred Temple.”30 In gratitude for 
her friendship Andreini dedicated four sonnets and three madrigals to Beaulieu. 

26. MacNeil, Music and Women, 3.

27. MacNeil, Music and Women, 32–33.

28. Rime d’Isabella Andreini (Paris: Appresso Claudio de Monstr’œil, 1603); Myrtille Bergerie, trans. 
Adradan (Paris: Matthieu Guillemot, 1602).

29. Marie de Beaulieu, La Première atteinte contre ceux qui accusent les comedies (Paris: Jean Richer, 
1603), 2v, 8r, 9v, 21r. Translations from La Première atteinte are by Julie D. Campbell. See also 
Campbell’s “Marie de Beaulieu and Isabella Andreini: Cross-Cultural Patronage at the French Court,” 
Sixteenth Century Journal 45, no. 4 (2014): 851–74.

30. Beaulieu, La premiere atteinte, 21r. She writes: “La prudence qui guide vos discours, & la sagesse 
qui reluit en vos actions, a satisfait nos desirs, & surmonté les esperances que la gloire du passé nous 
faisoit attendre à l’advenir, de ceste rare Isabelle, honneur de son sexe, regret des siecles passez, gloire 
du present, envie des futurs, ornement de la terre, Merveille du ciel, miracle de nature, Temple sacré: 
qui ouvrant ses levres de roses nous faict veoir les images de son ame, la douce prison des nostres, les 
liens de nos esprits, où elle inspire les passions qu’elle desire . . .”  
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French poets also joined the chorus of adulation for Isabella, writing poems in her 
honor after seeing her perform in comedies and tragedies.31 

When their Paris tour came to an end in the summer of 1604, the Gelosi 
turned homeward, stopping as usual in Lyon. At the time Isabella was pregnant 
with her eighth child. She suffered complications from a miscarriage and died 
there. While it was not unusual for women to die in childbirth, her death had an 
immediate and profound impact, in ways that demonstrate her unique celebrity. 
The city of Lyon and its Italian community paid her the honor of a lavish funeral 
full of official eulogies, pomp, and poetry. She was buried in the church of St-
Croix, and a commemorative medallion with the motto aeterna fama was struck 
in her honor. Two years later, her son edited and published a volume of funerary 
tributes.32 At the time, her international fame in literature and drama far exceeded 
that of another poet-playwright, William Shakespeare, who was born in 1564, two 
years after Andreini.33 In the long run, his fame would outstrip hers, becoming a 
global phenomenon. But at the time of her death, Isabella enjoyed wild acclaim 
and literary success far beyond Italy, while he toiled away in London conjuring 
memorable female parts for boy actors, including the intellectual Portia in The 
Merchant of Venice, the charismatic Viola of Twelfth Night, the mad Ophelia in 
Hamlet, and the prodigious Juliet of Romeo and Juliet. These and other roles bore 
the imprint of stellar prime donne such as Isabella, from their expertise in gender 
disguise to their playing methods and virtuosic star scenes.34

31. Isabella’s dedicatory poems to Beaulieu appear in the new edition of Rime (1605) published after 
her death. For verse encomia by Ysac du Ryer and Simon-Guillaume de la Roque, see Federico Doglio, 
“Isabella enigmatica diva e versatile artista nella vita culturale del suo tempo,” in La mujer: De los bas-
tidores al proscenio en el teatro del siglo XVI, ed. Irene Romera Pintor and Josep Lluís Sirera (Valencia: 
Universitat de València, 2011), 110–11.

32. On the funeral see MacNeil, Music and Women, 30–31. The church is now in ruins, having been 
demolished by real estate speculators during the French Revolution. On tributes by poets, see Giovan 
Battista Andreini, Pianto d’Apollo: Rime funebri in morte d’Isabella Andreini (Milan: Girolamo 
Bordone and Pietromartire Locarni, 1606), as well as Giovan Battista’s prefatory poem to the Lettere, 
quoted by MacNeil in Music and Women, 56.

33. Louise George Clubb, Italian Drama in Shakespeare’s Time, 23–24, 67–68, 264–65.

34. See Pamela Allen Brown, The Diva’s Gift to the Shakespearean Stage: Agency, Theatricality, and 
the Innamorata (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021). Studies of individual plays include Julie D. 
Campbell, “ ‘Merry, nimble, stirring spirit[s]’: Academic, Salon and Commedia dell’Arte Influence on 
the Innamorate of Love’s Labour’s Lost,” in Women Players in England, 1500–1660: Beyond the All-Male 
Stage, ed. Pamela Allen Brown and Peter Parolin (Aldershot, UK, and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2005), 
145–70; Eric Nicholson, “Ophelia Sings Like a Prima Donna Innamorata: Ophelia’s Mad Scene and 
the Italian Female Performer,” in Transnational Exchange in Early Modern Theater, ed. Robert Henke 
and Eric Nicholson (Aldershot, UK, and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008), 81–98; and Nicholson’s 
“Helen, the Italianate Theatrical Wayfarer of All’s Well That Ends Well,” in Shakespeare and the Italian 
Renaissance: Appropriation, Transformation, Opposition, ed. Michele Marrapodi (Farnham, UK, and 
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Stricken by grief at his wife’s untimely death, Francesco Andreini dis-
banded the Gelosi and ended his acting career. In semi-retirement as a citizen 
of Mantua—a privilege granted to him by Duke Vincenzo Gonzaga—Francesco 
bought property outside the city, where he took up the task of editing, publish-
ing, and promoting Isabella’s writings, sometimes with the aid of Flaminio Scala 
(1552–1624), author of Il teatro delle favole rappresentative (1611) and one of 
the most famous actors, playwrights, and directors of the commedia dell’arte.35 
Francesco’s aims were to keep her renown and stardom alive, and his actor’s 
memory assisted him in this effort. As a result, the Lovers’ Debates are the prod-
uct of a lifetime of composing and playing together in endless variations on the 
theme of love, often more antagonistic and competitive than affectionate. Because 
these contrasti are dialogues for performance, albeit without settings or full plots, 
they bear an intimate relation to the Scala scenarios commemorating Isabella, 
Francesco, and other star players. Scenarios are outlines without dialogue, laying 
out the plot and specifying roles, major actions, props, and cues, guiding players 
who fleshed out their scenes with suitable speech and expression. For this reason 
we have noted important connections to plays and scenarios which feature im-
portant thematic relationships with the contrasti. 

Francesco was more deeply involved in shaping Fragmenti than the title 
page indicates. As Isabella’s editor, co-actor, and collaborator, he was the moving 
force behind the book’s publication. What he actually wrote, rather than edited, is 
an open question. As Meredith Ray observes, on stage Isabella and Francesco had 
always “played off one another . . . and they knew one another’s theatrical voices 
and personae intimately.”36 It is reasonable to assume that Francesco recalled parts 
of speeches he had performed himself, and that he may have inserted his own 
writings to piece out some scenes. “With the Fragmenti,” as Richard Andrews ob-
serves, “we are certainly in the realm of the actor-author, but perhaps not entirely 
sure which actor we are dealing with.”37 Daria Perocco has considered the ques-
tion of the “paternità” of Isabella’s works in depth, speculating that Francesco had 
a large part in writing her Lettere and in editing everything produced after she 
died.38 Isabella’s comic contrasti are certainly produced by multivalent methods of 

Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2014), 163–79. See also Pamela Allen Brown, “ ‘Cattle of this colour’: Boying 
the Diva in As You Like It,” Early Theatre 15, no. 1 (2012): 145–66.

35. For information on Francesco’s career in retirement, see Ferrone, La Commedia dell’Arte, 258–59. 
On his association with Scala, see the section on “Posthumous Success” in this Introduction.

36. Meredith K. Ray, “Between Stage and Page,” 164.

37. Richard Andrews, “Isabella Andreini’s Stage Repertoire: The ‘Lettere’ and ‘Fragmenti,’ ” in The 
Tradition of the Actor-Author in Italian Theatre, ed. Donatella Fischer (Abingdon, UK, and New York: 
Legenda, 2013), 33.

38. Daria Perocco, “Donna/Uomo, Attrice/Scrittice, Isabella/Francesco: Metamorfosi della Scrittura di 
Isabella Andreini,” in Instabilità e Metamorfosi dei generi nella Letteratura Barocca: Atti del convegno 
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authorial collaboration and bricolage; such methods were also used by the Sienese 
Intronati, which produced Gl’Ingannati, and by Shakespeare and his peers. As 
texts for performance, the contrasti are best read not as polished, definitive texts, 
but as samples of matter for joint improvisation, showing how pairs of innamorati 
could play with and dilate on these topics, varying their emotive charge and turn-
ing them to use in all kinds of plots. Any editorial or authorial contributions by 
Francesco should be considered as appropriate on the page, as they no doubt were 
on the stage in performance. 

It must be noted that the scholarly tendency here and in other cases of 
male-female collaboration is to disprove female authorship. It is interesting that 
no one questions Francesco’s authorship of the works attributed to him. Hailed 
as a literary prodigy in Italy and France, Isabella was far more acclaimed for her 
writing than her husband. Given her predominance, it seems more than likely 
that the debt ran the other way.39 As an actress-playwright who acted both male 
and female parts, Isabella could have composed a lover’s or a Capitano’s lines 
with ease, just as she could improvise in the persona of every comedian in the 
company. For these reasons it is not possible to state with any confidence which 
speeches are “by” Isabella or Francesco. What we do know is that the title page 
announces that Isabella wrote them and Francesco gathered them.

 
Playing the Game: Genre and Occasion

The debates of the Fragmenti are offshoots of the Renaissance dialogue between 
women and men, a genre that the comici adapted to encompass the most seri-
ous philosophical questions and the most frivolous bagatelles between besotted 
lovers.40 Some contrasti aim to have it both ways, in scenes that shift quickly in 
mood and tone. Some topics seem coldly academic until the players turn up the 
heat. Innamorati flirt wildly as they name-drop Aristotle and Plato and debate 
“who is more worthy, the lover or the beloved?” Others profess their hatred for 

di studi Genova, Auditorium di Palazzo Rosso 5–6–7 ottobre 2006, ed. Simona Morando (Venice: 
Marsilio, 2007), 90, 94–102. 

39. Valeria Finucci makes a similar argument in her Introduction to Mirtilla, 8–9.

40. See Virginia Cox, “The Female Voice in Italian Renaissance Dialogue,” Modern Language Notes 
128 (2013): 53–78, and The Renaissance Dialogue: Literary Dialogue in its Social and Political Contexts, 
Castiglione to Galileo (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); see also Peter Burke, “The 
Renaissance Dialogue,” Renaissance Studies 3, no. 1 (1989): 1–12. On medieval and popular prec-
edents, see the introduction in Antonia Arveda, ed., Contrasti Amorosi nella poesia Italiana antica 
(Rome: Salerno Editrice, 1992), xv; on street performers entertaining with “dramatized debates or 
quarrels (contrasti),” see Richard Andrews, Scripts and Scenarios: The Performance of Comedy in 
Renaissance Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 22–23. See also Kathleen McGill, 
“Women and Performance: The Development of Improvisation by the Sixteenth-Century Commedia 
dell’Arte,” Theatre Journal 43, no. 1 (1991): 59–69.




