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For most scholars of the Italian Renaissance, or indeed of the early modern period, Castiglione’s Il Libro del Cortegiano is their stock in trade: it is very probably one of the first books that introduced them to the Renaissance and that piqued their interest as students. As professors, they may well teach it to new generations every year.  For such scholars, reading the new collection of essays by Stephen Kolsky, Courts and Courtiers in Northern Renaissance Italy (Variorum, 2004) is a little bit like visiting the set of a much-loved film. Kolsky’s familiarity with the world of Italian Renaissance courts reflects many years of full immersion. He reveals to us some of Castiglione’s inspirations, his revisions, his decisions, and his omissions. With his deep knowledge of Castiglione’s milieu, Kolsky shows us how carefully Castiglioni calibrated Il Libro del Cortegiano, wanting it to transcend particular contexts in order to appeal to, and serve, a wider audience (it worked, though we may not be the audience he intended). 

Like all of the volumes in the Variorum Collected Studies Series, this collection brings together articles published over the course of a scholar’s career, preserving the original typesetting and pagination of each article. While this format takes some getting used to, it also allows readers to chart the course of the author’s scholarly development over the course of nearly twenty years, in this case, from 1983-2000. 

The essays in the first part of this collection are explicitly devoted to Castiglione and to various aspects of Il Libro del Cortegiano. Kolsky’s well-researched first essay uses Castiglione’s letters to reconstruct his diplomatic career. Kolsky is keenly aware of the political allusions and biases with which Castiglione peppered his literary works. The details of Castiglione’s misfortunes as a negotiator, and his tendency to antagonize his employers, make a striking contrast with his fictionalized courtier. In another essay, Kolsky tackles the thorny question of how Book IV of Il Libro del Cortigiano relates to the rest of the work. He traces Castiglione’s use of other Renaissance treatises and classical texts, arguing that the author himself was aware of the discontinuities and used classical figures to help reconcile them.

The five essays in Part Two examine the lives and literary careers of other courtiers, particularly the classical scholar Mario Equicola (c.1470-1525), the subject of Kolsky’s 1991 monograph, Mario Equicola: The Real Courtier (Droz). Kolsky concentrates again on bringing to light the elusive biographical details of his subjects and relating them to their literary works. In a stellar example, he reconstructs the chronology and the context of Lelio Manfredi’s literary works using the letters between Manfredi and the Gonzaga family. Two of Kolsky’s three articles on Equicola precede the publication of his monograph, but the third, from 1999, shows that his interest in Equicola has not abated. The juxtaposition of these articles shows how his thinking has developed. In the earliest of these essays, Kolsky posits that Equicola is not the author of a treatise on courtliness previously attributed to him. In the most recent, he takes issue with the entry on Equicola in the Dizionario Biographico degli Italiani  (written by P. Cherchi, in vol. 43, pp. 34-40) to plead for a more holistic treatment of all intellectuals who lived and wrote within the court system. Kolsky argues, rightly, that a courtier’s literary works cannot be understood outside of the socio-political context that so often inspired them, and indeed, must be considered together with his non-literary pieces. Kolsky’s scholarly career, as reflected in this volume, can be seen as an attempt to put that belief into practice.

Part Three is a collection of pieces about women and gender roles in Renaissance Italy. Scholars of court culture in Italy will be particularly interested in Kolsky’s brief analysis of Mario Equicola’s description of the grotta of Isabella d’Este, not least because he reprints it in its entirety. They will also appreciate his revisionist treatment of Isabella d’Este. Unlike other scholars, who have found her either wholly attractive or wholly repellent, Kolsky portrays the Marchioness in constant struggle with her ambition, her emotions, and her constraints as a woman. 

With these essays on gender Kolsky ventures farthest afield. He largely leaves behind the historical world of court culture to focus more closely on the ways men analyze women, and pleasure, in literary works. As a result, the essays in Part Three seem at first like a slightly haphazard afterthought, but in fact, this impression is misleading. Kolsky has gone on to explore questions about women in far more depth in his two very recent monographs. In a collection of studies on Boccaccio’s De mulieribus claris (2003), he explores the value of collecting biographies of women.
 Men Courting Women: The Debate on Women in Renaissance Italy (2004) is a broader study of debates about gender in Renaissance Italy. The essays presented here represent this new direction. Taken together with his studies of Castiglione and Equicola, the essays on gender bring out themes that underlie all of Kolsky’s work. Apart from the sociopolitical issues mentioned above, he is perpetually interested in questions of artifice and strategic self-construction – of how ambitious people at court constantly and consciously manipulated their public images.


Kolsky’s strengths lie in his close readings, his ability to recreate historical contexts, and his sensitivity to the choices facing his authors.  Perhaps as a result, he has trouble drawing definitive and well-sustained conclusions. He displays notable erudition, but his overly verbose style dulls the edge of his insights, and can hamper the force of the points he seeks to make. In addition, Kolsky is adept at literary analysis but on less certain ground as a historian. His historical interpretations can be far-fetched: he suggests, for example, that Isabella d’Este made frequent religious vows in the hope that religious garb would make her look slimmer. One wishes that, with twenty years of scholarship to his credit, he had found a happy medium between literary analysis and documented historical incident. He is well-equipped, for example, to draw valuable conclusions about how Castiglione’s diplomatic career affected the depiction of diplomacy in his most famous oeuvre, but he refrains. Kolsky also assumes a working knowledge of Italian among readers of this volume; most of the quotations and two entire essays are not translated. At the very least, Variorum Press might have allowed an English-language synopsis of both of the articles published in Italian journals. 


Kolsky’s interests lie at the intersection of literary analysis and historical reconstruction. His work is a useful reminder of the value of interdisciplinary studies. Any scholar of the Renaissance, curious about the real courts that inspired the fictional courts so familiar to us, would do well to consult this volume.
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