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      INTRODUCTION

      The name of Giovanni Sabadino degli Arienti is well known to students of Italian prose writing in the Quattrocento.

1
 The son of a barber who had acquired citizenship in Bologna, this vernacular humanist–whom I shall henceforth call Sabadino as a matter of convenience– was born around the middle of the fifteenth century, inscribed as a member of the guild of notaries in 1471, and married in 1473 to Francesca Bruni, the daughter of a Bolognese nobleman. Despite his wife’s substantial dowry, and his steady employment as secretary to Andrea Bentivoglio from c. 1472 to c. 1492, Sabadino had difficulties supporting his family, which included at least six children. His literary works figure prominently among the ways in which he sought to ingratiate himself with current or prospective patrons, both in Bologna and in Ferrara, where he stayed for long periods in the 1490s.

      Thus, for example, his Civica salute
 narrates the life of Lodovico Bentivoglio, and other works dating from the early 1470s are addressed to Giovanni II Bentivoglio and Egano Lambertini. In 1483, Sabadino dedicated his best known work, Le Porretane,
 to Ercole I d’Este. A work modelled on Boccaccio’s Decamerone, Le Porretane
 consists of seventy-one stories told in 1475 at the spa of Porretta, by a group of nobles from Bologna. Several lesser treatises –the Hymeneo,
 addressed to Giovanni II Bentivoglio in 1487 is the best known–appeared during the 1480s. In 1490, he published another major work, the Gynevera de le Clare Donne

2
 This book, dedicated of course to Ginevra Sforza Bentivoglio, narrated the lives of thirty-three eminent women who had distinguished themselves for piety, bravery, or other qualities during the past four hundred years. Most of the biographies are of fifteenth-century women, however, and they include the dedicatee, the mother of Ercole d’Este, and Sabadino’s widow. A few other minor treaties, and a substantial collection of letters to various members of the Bentivoglio and Este families complete his known works. But Sabadino’s most important contribution to our knowledge of art and life in the courtly circles of Northern Italy has until now escaped the attention of all but a few bibliographers. It is presented here for the first time.3



      
        I

        Some time during the year 1497–probably toward the end of the year– our author wrote and dedicated to Ercole I d’Este a book entitled De triumphis religionis.
 Notwithstanding the Latin title, the work was composed in the vernacular. A handsome presentation copy, in Sabadino’s own hand,4
 must have found its way into the ducal library. There, according to the famous inventory of 1495 published by Bertoni, it would have joined five other manuscripts by the same author.5
 During the next four centuries, it followed an unkown path. But in 1911, this manuscript was briefly described by H. Tietze.6
 In 1923, another reference to it appeared in an unsigned article on the Rossiana manuscripts.7
 More recently, it has been listed in the second volume of P. O. Kristeller’s Iter Italicum.

8
 Despite these scattered references, the work has to the best of my knowledge not been noticed at all by historians of Ferrara, biographers of Ercole d’Este, students of Bolognese humanism, or even the several recent investigators of the life and thought of its author.9



        While working in the manuscript room of the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana in the Spring of 1968, I called for this volume. Despite what seemed an unpromising title, I wanted to have a look at it as a matter of proper methodology, because at that time I was trying to see all of the humanistic manuscripts of the Vatican that could be regarded as in any sense directly related to the court of Ferrara in the Quattrocento.
 At first glance, the manuscript did not appear to hold great interest for an historian concerned primarily with the social and cultural life of the court, and with the methods and techniques of social, political, and cultural control evolved by the ruling dynasty. It appeared, rather, to be a typical work in the speculum principis
 genre, emphasizing the traditional princely virtues and their embodiment by the Duke of Ferrara. Sabadino’s preface promised separate books on the princely virtues of religion, magnanimity, fortitude, liberality, magnificence, faith, justice, prudence, patience, and fortune.10
 It was clear that religion –and in particular Ercole’s well-known Christian piety– was to be the organizing principle of the work. But on further inspection, the manuscript offered an intriguing deviation from a standard disquisition on the virtues. Specifically, it appeared that Book Five, Del triumpho e dignità della magnificentia, in cui si ricorda le nuptie ducale et la gloria deli edificati templi e deli palaci, zardini e acrescimento dela bella cità de Ferrara,
 occupied no fewer than thirty-seven folios out of a total of 118 ; that is, approximately one-third of the entire work. This left only two-thirds of the space for the nine other princely virtues itemized by Sabadino.

        Now magnificentia,
 for all of its manifest appeal, had traditionally been regarded as a subordinate or constituent virtue, one of the ingredients of fortitudo.
 It is treated as such by ancient theorists including Cicero and Macrobius, and accepted in this sense by Landino in the Renaissance. Aristotle, in the Nicomachean Ethics
 and in the Rhetoric,
 place magnificence in a slightly different context among the virtues, but in no sense can he be said to have magnified it beyond any of the others. Increasingly puzzled by Sabadino’s implicit values, I decided to read the entire text closely. It turned out that this rather dull Bolognese humanist, with his awkward, plodding, and sometimes unintelligible style, had written a work in which he attempted to combine discussion of the princely virtues with detailed, eyewitness accounts of life at the court of Ercole I. It is in these pedestrian–they are often literally step-by-step– descriptions that the major and remarkable value of Sabadino’s treatise lies. For in addition to providing a very complete description of Ercole’s daily life, his manners and customs and devotions, and the activities of his court, Sabadino also offers detailed discussion of the physical settings in which these activities took place. Art and life coexist, and reflect gloriously upon one another in the world our author describes. We are shown a colorful world of urban palaces and country residences, of frescoed rooms and loggias, of elaborated planned and planted gardens. Sabadino regards these places as primary manifestations of Ercole’s magnificentia.
 His long book on that virtue accordingly becomes a rich source of information on the physical world of the court of Ferrara, just as the other books illuminate its social, religious, and ethical dimensions.11



        The notes that accompany the present edition are designed to focus attention upon the most significant passages of the text, and place them in a broader context. They ought to function as a running historical commentary on Sabadino’s descriptions. But more needs to be said about Book Five, which contains the greatest amount of new information about the art and architecture of Herculean Ferrara and its surroundings.

      

      
        II

        Our present image of Ferrarese art has been formed by surviving works, together with a very limited range of descriptive sources and financial records. A characteristic view may be that of Gabriele d’Annunzio, who wrote :
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Fig.
 1 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS. Rossiana 176 : De triumphis religionis,
 frontispiece.
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Fig.
 2 
The main entrance to Belriguardo, now blocked because of dangers posed by falling bricks. The “insignia ducale” placed “sopra la porte” remains as Sabadino noticed it.
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Fig.
 3 
A Gothic window at Belriguardo. The interior has been converted into a barn. Six such windows remain, each with some of the original marble and terra cotta decorations.

        

        
          Schifanoia in Ferrara–oh gloria d’Este ! –

          Ove il Cossa emulό Cosimo Tura

          in trionfi d’idii su per le mura,

          non vede mai tante gioconde teste.12



        

        Though a large amount of religious art survives in museums and galleries around the world, our concept of secular painting in Ferrara in the Quattrocento
 is heavily dependent upon the Schifanoia Palace. For it is unique among Estean residences, in that it is the only one in which extensive mural painting has been preserved. Thus scholars have tended to assume that the justly celebrated Sala dei Mesi
 was a kind of visual hapax legomenon,
 an historically unique occurrence of a secular fresco cycle on a grand scale in Ferrara.13
...
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