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      Le livre reprend l'étude de la vie et de l'oeuvre d'Equicola, humaniste à la cour de Mantoue, l'un de ceux qui a collaboré, en même temps que Baldassare Castiglione, l'idéal du courtisan, en discutant les avis trop souvent négatifs, des précédents historiens.
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      Mario Equicola belonged to the court of the Dukes of Mantua. In his life and writings he elaborated the ideal of the perfect courtier.
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      Critical premise

      

      Mario Equicola has generally had a bad press from the critics when he has not been ignored altogether. The last twenty years of the nineteenth century saw a notable growth of interest in the Mantuan court in the age of Isabella d’Este. Foremost amongst those who studied the period were A. Luzio and R. Renier whose literary interests ensured that Equicola was not neglected. Their opinion of Equicola was extremely negative :

      
        La fisionomia dell’Equicola, qual ci appare nelle due medaglie che di lui si conoscono, non è molto simpatica, si direbbe di riconoscervi i tratti del servilismo. E infatti egli fu eminentemente un Cortegiano : ma nella pratica della cortigianeria, se anche non portava la nobilità
 del Castiglione, sapeva farsi apprezzare e ben volere.1


      

      

      It can be postulated from this that Equicola found favour with Isabella d’Este because of his courtiership skills rather than for his usefulness to her, or for any innate qualities he may have possessed. Isabella’s relationship with Castiglione was quite another matter : it was nothing less than a marriage of soul-mates.2


      At other times Luzio is even harsher in his judgement of Equicola, especially when the latter appears to be contravening his own code of moral conduct. Luzio works up a moral fury against Equicola for his role in the love-affair between the Marquis of Pescara and the otherwise unknown Delia :

      
        il quale [Equicola] sembra non riputasse disdicevole al suo ufficio anche l’incarico di mezzano.

      

      Equicola’s sin is all the greater because it forces the Marquis and Vittoria Colonna even further apart by driving a terrible wedge between them.3


      Luzio wished to depict a particular society — the Mantuan court at the time of Isabella d’Este — which would serve as a reminder of Italy’s glorious past. This society is peopled with heroes and heroines — an Isabella d’Este or a Castiglione — to demonstrate the virtues of the old nobility. Moreover, Isabella’s court represents an indirect condemnation of the Austrian barbarian domination of northern Italy : Luzio and his generation believed that the Austrians had destroyed the foundations of Italian society.4
 Through the medium of culture, Isabella d’Este succeeds in rendering the principle of monarchical government acceptable and even inviting. Isabella represents the achievements of Italian culture at its most glorious. She and her noble servants serve as a source of inspiration to the new Italian monarchy which presides over Luzio’s early studies of the Marchesana.

      Luzio’s view of Equicola and Isabella d’Este is one that still receives a good deal of support. Yet, paradoxically, Equicola’s presence and eventual success at court renders Luzio’s interpretation unlikely. The success of Equicola (and others like him) should lead to a reconsideration of the mechanisms by which the courts functioned. Luzio’s blinkered vision of the Mantuan court does not take into account the point of view of an outsider whose very 
presence unbalances the idealized picture of court life and casts doubt on the motives of the other protagonists.

      To date, only one significant attempt has been made to rehabilitate the figure of Mario Equicola in his biographical context. The monograph, written by Domenico Santoro, was intended to serve in Equicola’s defence against Luzio’s attacks, with the express purpose of salvaging Equicola’s reputation. Santoro, from Equicola’s own region, indirectly fires a shot for the Mezzogiorno
 by illustrating the debt northern Italian culture owes to a southern Italian.5
 Indeed, Santoro defends Equicola to a fault, often distorting the reality of a particular situation in his subject’s favour. In spite of this, the book is still useful, especially in its attempt to throw some light on Equicola’s early years before he was forced to move northwards. Other periods of his life are dealt with in a much less satisfactory manner. The information concerning his later years needed to be augmented with material from various archives in northern Italy, especially from Mantua, a place Santoro did not visit. However, the biography’s gravest defect, evident in the title, lies in the strict division that Santoro makes between life and works, a defect not uncommon in this kind of writing. This division leads Santoro to neglect almost completely the intellectual side of Equicola’s character and, when he does examine the works, they are seen in isolation, bereft of their context from which a large part of their significance derives. For want of anything specific to say about Equicola’s works, Santoro is at times compelled to make absurd comments about them. At one point, albeit a little hesitatingly, he refers to Equicola as being a predecessor of Galileo.6
 Such a procedure is particularly inapt in Equicola’s case since the majority of his works were written in response to a given historical situation or through direct commission.

      When referring to Equicola’s most important work, Santoro can only repeat the traditional criticisms that are directed against the Libro de natura de amore
 : its unpolished style and the overabundance of references to other works. He falls into the error of following too closely what other nineteenth-century critics had already said : twentieth-century critics fall into the same trap.7


      

      Santoro’s biography is the last full-scale attempt at a general study of Equicola. Although it was lacking anything approaching a satisfactory conclusion, later scholars have simply gone on adding their own footnotes instead of placing Equicola more firmly in his social and biographical context. They have preferred to concentrate on ever more specialized aspects of his sources or particular facets of his literary production. Equicola’s vast erudition can be easily broken down into neat, little compartments, or in other words, into ready-made articles.8


      One of the primary aims of a new biography of Mario Equicola should be to integrate his life and works in order to form an overall impression of the man. In Equicola’s case the results of such a synthesis should be particularly fruitful since at every stage of his career his erudition played some part in the functions he was called upon to perform, either as a secretary or a tutor. This biographical study provides a detailed analysis of the actual conditions under which a court humanist functioned. The interest of such a study is increased because it will permit a close comparison with Equicola’s exact contemporary, Baldassar Castiglione. Their intellectual attitudes towards the situations in which they found themselves will provide an interesting point of departure for discussion. Courtier-writers were not of necessity a homogeneous group even if they served the same master and seemed to perform the same duties. The analysis of a single courtier’s career puts into a slightly different focus the other courtiers with whom our man
 came into contact. Instead of a Castiglione dwarfing his colleagues, who are then often treated in an unworthy fashion, we are faced with the opposite. A so-called minor figure casts judgement on his elders, albeit indirectly. It will be necessary to examine the cultural influences which shaped Equicola’s intellectual outlook and the ways in which he had to adapt his learning to the situation he found at court. For, above all, Equicola was a courtier and it is very difficult to imagine such a person existing outside the court environment. In fact, the court is the most important influence on Equicola’s character, which becomes a reflection of the predicament facing the humanist courtier.

      This study aims to rectify what the present author considers the, by now, traditional picture of Equicola, using the results of detailed biographical research.
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          A. Luzio, R. Renier, La coltura e le relazioni lelterarie di Isabella d’Este Gonzaga
, Turin, 1903, for the impressive array of information concerning those humanists and writers who had contacts with Isabella d’Este.

          Equicola had not been entirely neglected by earlier scholarship. Tiraboschi, for example, includes him as one of the intellectuals associated with the Gonzagas (Storia della letteratura italiana
, VII, iii, Florence, 1812, pp. 967-69). Svevo, surprisingly, has Equicola as one of the characters in his first literary work Ariosto governatore
 (for which see S. Kolsky, « Italo Svevo and Mario Equicola : A strange encounter », MLN
, 102 (1987) 128-40).

          For a rather superficial survey of contemporary views of Equicola consult S. C. Vial, « Mario Equicola in the opinion of his contemporaries », Italica
, 34 (1957) 202-21. Equicola’s high standing as an intellectual, particularly in the learned circles of Mantua and Ferrara, is further emphasized in works not mentioned by Vial. A Ferrarese contemporary of Equicola’s, for example, names him in a poem immediately after Dante and Petrarch :

          
            Per Equicola Mario si riserba

            Qual pel suo lume di virtù (che extingue

            ogni altro) è asceso a sὶ sublime grado

            Dove parer fa ciascun dotto ellingue

          

          (Lelio Manfredi, Poema in terza rima
, Biblioteca Trivulziana, Milan, cod. 908 L. 43, fs.40v
-41r
 ; on Manfredi see C. Zilli, « Notizia di Lelio Manfredi, letterato di corte », Studi e Problemi di Critica Testuale
, 27 (1983) 39-54).

          Although Manfredi was undoubtedly trying to influence Equicola, perhaps with the idea of his acting as an intermediary with the Gonzagas, nevertheless, there does seem to be a clear recognition of Equicola’s abilities. The latter is mentioned again in another Ferrarese work composed by Celio Calcagnini, Dialogi quorum titulus Equitatio ad Herculem Secundum Estensem Ducem Ferrariae Quartum
 (in Opera Aliquot
, edited by A. M. Brasavola, Basle : H. Frobenius and N. Episcopius, 1544) :

          
            Accivi ergo ad me Marium Aequicolum virum et manu strenuum et lingua desertum et ingenio clarissimum. (p. 558)

          

          For further details on this work see G. Savarese, Il « Furioso » e la cultura del Rinascimento
, Rome, 1984, pp. 15-37.
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          « Un nobilissimo spirito com’era quello di Baldassare non poteva che nutrir simpatia per la più eletta fra le gentildonne del tempo suo. » (La coltura
, pp. 134-5).
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          A. Luzio, « Vittoria Colonna », Rivista Storica Mantovana
, vol. 1, fasc. 1-2 (1885), 1-52 ; the quote is to be found on p. 3 and the letters of the Marquis of Pescara to Equicola on pp. 3-8.
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          This point is discussed by M. Aretta, « Lavorando con Alessandro Luzio » in M. Bianchedi (ed.), La figura e l’opera di Alessandro Luzio
, San Severino Marche, 1957.
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          The work is Della vita e delle opere di Mario Equicola
, Chieti, 1906.
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          Santoro writes (p. 179) : « Non voglio esagerare l’importanza di questo passo, ma, fatta ragion dei tempi, mi torna in mente la magnanima lotta che, in nome di quel principio stesso, sosteneva un secolo più tardi il Galilei. »
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          Santoro, p. 179. For example, L. Savino calls the Libro
 an ʻarido trattato’, suffocating to death beneath mountains of erudition (see Di alcuni trattati e trattatisti d’amore italiani della prima metà del secolo XVI, Studi di letteratura italiana
, vol. X, Naples, 1914, pp. 1-101 ; p. 2).
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          Studies of Equicola’s source material abound but perhaps for this kind of article the chief culprit is C. P. Merlino who literally plundered the Libro
 to obtain quick results (see the bibliography for a list of his publications). It must be stated, however, that nothing like a systematic appraisal of the sources used in the Libro
 has been undertaken.

        

      

    

  


		

    
		

  
    
      CHAPTER I 

Education of a secretary

      Although the early years of Equicola’s life are shrouded in obscurity, it is possible to ascertain, to a certain extent, his movements and cultural contacts during his first thirty years. For these years hardly any contemporary documentation exists ; we depend mainly upon what Equicola himself says about his early life in his own works, and upon chance references which occur in documents datable to his later years in Mantua. Indeed, it was from a letter found in the Archivio di Stato at Mantua that Renier was able to deduce that Equicola must have been born in or around 1470. This date is confirmed by another document which allows us to remove any doubt about 1470 being the year of Equicola’s birth.1



      The years around 1470 saw the birth of a number of the figures who were to have a decisive influence on the culture of the early sixteenth century : Machiavelli was born in 1469, Bembo in 1470 and a little later, in 1474, Ariosto and Isabella d’Este were born. All these figures had reached maturity when the Italian states were suffering their worst political crisis. In many ways the careers, and more particularly, the writings of these outstanding personalities were a response to the prevailing political turmoil. They all had firsthand experience of the impotence of the Italian states in the face of superior forces. It was this shared outlook that brought together the diverse reactions of intellectuals and rulers alike.

      Unlike the above-mentioned figures Equicola’s family background is notable for its obscurity. Compared with a Castiglione who could boast of an impressive family history, Equicola found himself on the lower rungs of the social ladder, preferring to remain silent about his family background and ambiguously taking advantage of his « connections » with a powerful baronial family in the Regno.
 However, he often mentioned his birth-place, Alvito, so much so that « di Alveto » is frequently added to his name. The last book published in his lifetime bearing his name carried this extra detail in the title of the first book : « di Mario Equicola di Alveto nel primo libro de natura de amore » (f. 1r
). Towards the conclusion of the Libro
 he mentions the region in which his birth-place is to be found as part of a discussion on the language, thus indicating that it still held a place in his memory and was a continual source of pride for him :

      
        Et io in quel paese mi trovo haver la patria che Q. Vectio Marso, L. Papirio Fregellano, Q. Valerio Sorano et M. Tullio di Arpinc produsse (Libro
, f. 239r
 and Santoro, p. 13).

      

      Thus, he implies that his region has not stopped producing noteworthy men since he himself is a native of the area. He characterizes the district in terms of its contribution to the civilization of Ancient Rome rather than in terms of any personal or family ties that bind him to the place. The obscurity of his family origins is counterbalanced by the renown that has been given to Alvito and its environs through the birth there of celebrated Romans.

      The fact that Equicola frequently refers to his native village but not to his family has given rise to speculation about his origins. It has been argued that Equicola’s silence over the name of his father could imply that his relationship with the Cantelmos was much closer than that of someone merely in their employ. Indeed, it has been suggested that Equicola was no less than the illegitimate son of Pietro Giampaolo Cantelmo, at one time the most powerful member of his family.2
 Furthermore, it has been alleged that Castrucci, the seventeenth-century commentator on Alvito, does not mention the name of Equicola’s father because he is acting out of respect for an illustrious fellow-citizen and the families concerned.3
 All kinds of hypotheses could be thought up in order to explain the difficulty in identifying and locating Equicola’s father. They would have to account for the absence of the father. One such hypothesis could run as follows : Equicola’s father died when his son was very young and his mother entrusted him to the Cantelmos for whom he became almost an adopted son. Another and perhaps more sinister proposal would be to suggest that Giampaolo Cantelmo made Equicola’s mother pregnant while she was still married to her husband and the matter was hushed up out of respect for the latter. Given the lack of documentation it seems unlikely that the truth will be discovered.

      To strengthen the view that Equicola was related to various noble families through the Cantelmo connection, Ferdinando d’Avalos, Marquis of Pescara has been suggested as a possible relative. In this case, the argument carries a large degree of persuasion. The evidence consists of a number of letters written by the Marquis to Equicola whom he addresses as his « parente più che caro ». However, it is interesting to note that the Marquis of Pescara only called Equicola « parente » in those letters which referred to Delia, one of Isabella d’Este’s ladies-in-waiting, with whom the Marquis was in love. On all other occasions, as far as can be judged from the letters in the Archivio Gonzaga
 (that is, when the subject-matter was political or military), the Marquis addressed him as « Magnifico Signor Maryo ».4
 This peculiarity provided Luzio with the opportunity to explain away the family ties between the two, by asserting that Delia was Equicola’s relative and not the Marquis’. Luzio refused to believe that his « unworthy » Equicola could be related in any way to his « noble but misguided » Marquis. Santoro, on the other hand, focussed attention on the Marquis’ own statement which indicates that they shared a common parentage :

      
        Caro parente, se la conformità de lo animo, lo istinto naturale tanto conforme in servire Delya, el sangue da una origine procedente, jovaranno in farve conoscere li affetti del animo myo, certa speranza tengo essere da vuy meglio conoscyuto che da me… (Luzio, « Vittoria Colonna », p. 4).

      

      Notwithstanding the Marquis’ convoluted syntax, there is little doubt that he was acknowledging Equicola as a blood relative. However, the vagueness of the Marquis’ assertion, together with the difficulty of finding corroborative evidence, means that any attempt to be more precise about how they were related can only be speculation for the present.5



      Santoro tried his utmost to raise Equicola’s status so that he would not be at a disadvantage in the most elect circles. It would be easy to accept Santoro’s genealogical tree if it were not for certain awkward factors which must be considered. This particular game of genealogical gymnastics depends on one essential fact, namely that Equicola himself was a member of the Cantelmo family, perhaps even an illegitimate son of Pietro Giampaolo.6
 The argument becomes yet more complicated if, as has been suggested, Equicola’s real surname was not Cantelmo but something quite different. Caccialupi is the suggestion which carries the most weight.7
 In fact, there exists a document of a fairly early date which supports this theory. It is an oath of loyalty to the French king sworn by various Neapolitan barons in 1496. Amongst the conspirators should have been Pietro Giampaolo Cantelmo but, being unable to attend, he sent in his stead his two sons, Ferrante and Sigismondo, with a statement of his loyalty to the conspiracy : « Ho facto fare la presente a Mario de Cacalupis de Albeto
, mio secretario, sottoscripta de mia propria mano, signata col sugello pizolo elquale uso in cose mie importante. »8
 There can be no doubt whatsoever that Pietro Giampaolo’s secretary was Mario Equicola. The importance of the document (it is an oath of allegiance) meant that there was no room for the nicety of a Latin, academic name. It may be argued that the secretary had not yet assumed the name by which he would later be known, but as will be shown later in this study, it seems highly probable that he was already using the name Equicola. Moreover, the document serves to elucidate Equicola’s position with the Cantelmo family : he is referred to not as Pietro Giampaolo’s son but as his secretary, already in that position he will hold with various employers for the greater part of his life. The question to ask here is whether a father would employ his son as secretary, and the answer must be that it would be most unlikely for him to do so.

      It is true that there appears to have been a close relationship between Equicola and Pietro Giampaolo. In what amounts to a declaration of good faith on the part of his family towards Equicola, Sigismondo Cantelmo, Pietro Giampaolo’s son, recalls the affection that his father had for Equicola :

      
        Oltra le virtù che in voi sono et infiniti rispetti che mi moveno, lo amor grande che la bona memoria del Signor mio patre vi portava me legha de sorte che sempre serò dispositissimo altrotanto fare nelle occorrentie vostre quanto nelle mie.9



      

      It could be suggested that Sigismondo is subtly hinting at the precise nature of the relationship between his father and Equicola. In this case, one of the « infiniti rispetti » would be that Sigismondo was Equicola’s half-brother. However, the vagueness of Sigismondo’s statement does not bear the weight of such an assertion, given that no other evidence has yet been found. On the contrary, fragmentary pieces of information suggest that Equicola did have some family in what was formerly Cantelmo territory, but members of the Cantelmo clan drew a clear distinction between the two families. Sigismondo’s brother, Giulio Cesare, wrote from Popoli in...








OPF/medias/9782600031578/logo_publisher.jpg





OPF/navigation.xhtml

    	
    		
    			Sommaire


    		
    		
    	
		
				
    						
    					Mario Equicola : the real courtier

					


    						
    					Mentions légales

					


    						
    					Dedication

					


    						
    					Contents

					


    						
    					Acknowledgements

					


    						
    					Critical premise

					


    						
    					CHAPTER I Education of a secretary

					


    						
    					CHAPTER II Declarations of intent

					


    						
    					CHAPTER III In the service of Isabella d’Este

					


    						
    					CHAPTER IV A secretary for two masters

					


    						
    					CHAPTER V The courtier’s progress

					


    						
    					APPENDIX Notary documents concerning Mario Equicola

				
    						
    					1. Emptio magnifici domini Marii secretarii illustrissimi domini nostri et cetera a Vincentio de Arabustis una cum investitura prefati domini Marii ab Hospitali magno Mantue

					


    						
    					2. Investitura domini Marii

					


    						
    					3. Permutacio magnifici domini Marii secretarii illustrissimi domini nostri et cetera ab Hospitali magno Mantue

					


    						
    					4. Conductio domini Joannis Francisci Scopuli et Joannis Jacobi de Calzonis a domino Mario Equicola

					


    						
    					5. Prorogatio locationis facte per spectabilem dominum Marium Equicolam Iohanni Francisco Scopulo et Iohanni Iacobo de Calzonis

					


    						
    					6. Emptio magnifici domini Marii Equicole, secretarii illustrissimi domini nostri, a Joane (sic) del Bel

					


    						
    					7. Decretum dornini Marii Equicole

					


				




    						
    					Abbreviations

				
    						
    					A Note on the Transcription of Italian and Latin Documents

					


				




    						
    					Bibliography

				
    						
    					A. THE LETTERS OF MARIO EQUICOLA

				
    						
    					1. Archivio di Stato, Mantua

					


    						
    					2. Archivio di Stato, Modena

					


    						
    					3. Biblioteca Estense, Modena

					


    						
    					4. Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana

					


				




    						
    					B. EQUICOLA’S MANUSCRIPT WORKS

					


    						
    					C. EQUICOLA’S PRINTED WORKS

					


    						
    					C. WORKS OF UNCERTAIN OR DOUBTFUL ATTRIBUTION

					


				




    						
    					Select Bibliography

					


    						
    					Index
					



				


    		
    	
    

OPF/medias/cover.jpg
Stephen Kolsky

MARIO EQUICOLA

The real courtier

33

'bﬂh 4 la%%r\"
ﬁ%’} N
Ee=r )

LIBRAIRIE DROZ S.A.
11, rue Massot
GENEVE
1991

g vm—






