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ABSTRACT

This paper examines Isotta Nogarola’s (1418-1466) path to becom-
ing a prominent female Renaissance humanist scholar in early fif-
teenth-century Venice. In quattrocento Italy, some learned women
entered the realm of Renaissance humanism through their liter-
ary works, which demonstrated they had a thorough knowledge
of classical authors and their philosophies. The journey was not
an easy one for Isotta, however, who lived under Venetian rule;
she had to contend with the dominant Aristotelian gender ideal
that she be silent and submissive as a wife and mother or enter
conventual life. She abandoned her secular humanist career for a
life devoted to God in 1441, primarily because of Venice’s Aris-
totelian conservative assessment of women, but also because, as a
holy woman, combining her humanist views with Biblical wisdom
was the only socially acceptable way for a fifteenth-century, un-
married Italian woman to pursue humanism as a career and reject
her culture’s misogyny without being condemned. This paper will
also compare Isottas life to those of Hildegard of Bingen and Chris-
tine de Pizan, who enjoyed success writing about women’s issues
between the Middle Ages and the Italian Renaissance.

Keywords: Isotta Nogarola, Humanism, Renaissance, Venice, Aris-
totle, holy woman

Las filosofias aristotélicas del Quattrocento Venecia: el
efecto sobre la carrera humanista de Isotta Nogarola

RESUMEN

Este articulo examina el camino de Isotta Nogarola (1418-1466)
para convertirse en una prominente erudita humanista del Renaci-
miento a principios de la Venecia del siglo XV. En el quattrocento
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de Italia, algunas mujeres instruidas entraron en el reino del huma-
nismo renacentista a través de sus obras literarias, lo que demostro
que tenian un conocimiento profundo de los autores cldsicos y sus
filosofias. Sin embargo, el viaje no fue facil para Isotta, que vivid
bajo el dominio veneciano; tuvo que lidiar con el ideal de géne-
ro aristotélico dominante para que fuera silenciosa y sumisa como
esposa y madre o entrara en la vida conventual. Ella abandoné su
carrera humanista secular por una vida dedicada a Dios en 1441,
principalmente debido a la evaluacién conservadora aristotélica
de Venecia sobre las mujeres, pero también porque, como mujer
santa, combinar sus puntos de vista humanistas con la sabiduria
biblica era la inica forma socialmente aceptable para un decimo-
quinto. siglo, mujer italiana soltera para perseguir el humanismo
como carrera y rechazar la misoginia de su cultura sin ser conde-
nada. Este documento también comparara la vida de Isotta con la
de Hildegard de Bingen y Christine de Pizan, quienes disfrutaron
con éxito escribiendo sobre temas de mujeres entre la Edad Media
y el Renacimiento italiano.

Palabras clave: Isotta Nogarola, Humanismo, Renacimiento, Vene-
cia, Aristoteles, mujer santa
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eminist historians herald Isotta
FNogarola (1418-1466) as the first

female humanist of the Italian
Renaissance due to her vast epistolary
exchange with prominent male human-
ists and claim her as the most learned
female of the Italian Renaissance.!
While some learned women in quat-
trocento Italy participated in Renais-
sance humanism by circulating their
writings, which demonstrated they had
a thorough knowledge of classical au-
thors and their philosophies, the jour-
ney was not an easy one for those who
wanted to study humanism as a career,
remain unmarried, and live under Ve-
netian rule; they had to contend with
the dominant Aristotelian gender ide-
al that they be silent and submissive as
wives and mothers or enter conventual
life as a nun. Although Isotta enjoyed
early success as a humanist scholar in
Verona and Venice, she suddenly aban-
doned her secular humanist career for
a life devoted to God in 1441, primarily
because Venice’s Aristotelian conser-
vative assessment of women pressured
her to accept its dominant gender ide-
als, but also because, as a holy woman,
combining her humanist views with
Biblical wisdom was the only socially
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acceptable way for a fifteenth-century,
unmarried Italian woman to pursue
humanism and reject her culture’s mi-
sogyny without being condemned.

The Attack on Isotta’s Humanist

Career (1436-1441)
Itomary for men entering humanist

circles to correspond with states-
men, clergymen, and prominent male
humanists in the hope that a good re-
sponse of praise and encouragement,
which would have been made public,
would soon follow.> For women, it was
customary to write within their “intel-
lectual family,; which included male
teachers, noblemen, clergymen, and
other male intellectuals closely associ-
ated with the family.’ Isotta Nogarola’s
humanist career began in Verona in just
that way, when she was just eighteen
years old. Yet, she pushed the bounds
of what was considered customary and
normal for her gender in quattrocento
Italy.

n quattrocento Italy, it was cus-

It was considered inappropriate
for women to write outside of their in-
tellectual family,* but Isotta did just that.
She wrote to men she did not know, like
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Ermolao Barbaro (1410-1471), a cler-
gyman, at the same time she wrote to
her intellectual family. Writing to men
not related to her was a bold act and the
first indication that Isotta did not care
to conform to the conventional rules of
her society. No matter who she wrote to,
however, Isotta demonstrated from the
start that she had intellectual prowess.
The correspondence within and outside
her intellectual family was laced with
classical references from Cicero, Petro-
nius, Plutarch, and Virgil® Moreover,
she wrote in Latin. Those were charac-
teristics of male intellectuals more than
half her senior, not an eighteen-year-
old girl.°

Then, Guarino Veronese (1374-
1460), the distinguished humanist
scholar of Verona, heard of Isotta’s re-
markable intelligence and eloquence in
letters from her brother-in-law in 1436,
praised her asa prodigy and knowledge-
able in the classics, compared her to the
heroines of antiquity, and said Verona
should be proud of producing such an
intelligent daughter.” Other prominent
Veronese humanists also became aware
of Isotta’s remarkable intelligence and
eloquence and praised her for it, even
going so far as to say that “the whole fe-
male sex should rejoice and consecrate
statues to Isotta as the ancient Egyp-
tians had to Isis”® Then later in 1436,
Isotta was invited to correspond with
Guarino himself. Margaret L. King and
Diana Robin stress that “by engaging
in this correspondence with [Guarino]
and his circle, Isotta became known to
the leading humanists of northeastern
Italy and also to groups beyond.” That
would have been very important for
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Isotta, who wanted to pursue a vocation
as a humanist scholar, rather than being
a wife and mother or entering a convent
as a nun.'” Humanist scholars were tra-
ditionally men who studied ancient and
classical texts, philosophies, and rhet-
oric and applied their lessons to four-
teenth and fifteenth century problems
in order to promote moral character
and civil service. They also used those
texts to pursue the theoretical dilemma
of whether or not women could be vir-
tuous and fulfill their civic duty. Despite
that tradition, Isotta pursued a career as
a humanist scholar after the praise she
earned as a teenager elevated her to a
public platform outside of her intellec-
tual family. Since she was unmarried,
however, she remained an outsider in
the humanist realm and to her society,
yet Isotta was already seen as an outsid-
er for being highly intelligent and edu-
cated in humanist studies.

As a daughter from a noble Ve-
ronese family in quattrocento Italy, Isot-
ta’s education took place in the private
sphere of domesticity under the guid-
ance of her parents."’ She was taught
the domestic arts, such as embroidery,
and to read and write in the vernacular,
preparing her for marriage and raising
children. Her father, Leonardo Nogaro-
la, a theologian and philosopher, how-
ever, also provided Isotta and her sisters
with a humanist education from an ear-
ly age.’> A humanist education includ-
ed the learning of classical languages,
history, grammar, philosophy, and po-
etry, but for girls it was not to include
classical oratorial practices or rhetoric;
patriarchal ideology demanded that
women be seen and not heard in pub-
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lic.!* However, Isotta’s father must have
educated Isotta and her sister Ginerva
in classical oration and rhetoric for, as
young girls, they were praised for their
intellect and eloquence and gained no-
toriety as prodigies by rhetoricians in
Northern Italy."

Although considered rare, yet not
unheard of in the Northern Communes,
some young girls of the social elite were
educated in humanist studies under the
tutelage of a father or patriarchal fig-
ure for the purpose of educating future
sons as male citizens; an advanced ed-
ucation beyond domesticity was more
prevalent in dynastic or royal families
in Northern Italy where a classical or
humanist education prepared them for
courtly life and the governance of their
husband’s land.” A noble daughter,
such as Isotta, was never expected to
be in a position of authority. Therefore,
Isotta’s advanced education in classical
and humanist studies was the excep-
tion, not the rule. Ross has suggested
that through the “intellectual family,
fathers educated their daughters in hu-
manist studies because it brought more
honor to the family name, increased the
family’s social standing, and improved
the girl's marriageability.'® Therefore,
the education of young noble daughters
in humanist studies was purely a choice
made by the patriarch of the family in
the early fifteenth century."”

When her father died suddenly,
sometime before 1433, Isotta’s mother,
Bianca Borromeo, insisted that Isotta’s
humanist education continue and hired
Martino Rizzio, a humanist student of
Guarino, to tutor her. During that time,
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Isotta became fluent in Latin, classical
philosophy, rhetoric, the Scriptures,
and theology.'® It was highly unusual
for her mother to further her daughter’s
humanist education, since a mother’s
duty was to educate her daughters in do-
mesticity, but Virginia Cox posits that
Isotta’s mother may have continued her
daughter’s advancement in education
after her husband’s death to further en-
noble the family and to secure marriage
prospects for her daughter."” However,
Isotta had no intention of marrying and
made the conscious decision to follow
the career path of a humanist scholar
instead.”® That made her even more of
an outcast in Veronese society.

Highly educated orlearned wom-
en of noble rank who were not married
had no place in society; they were not re-
spected. Once a woman reached sexual
maturity, she was expected to set aside
her intellectual pursuits and marry. If
a woman wanted to pursue academics
or humanist studies beyond adoles-
cence and forge a successful career out
of it, she had to have support from her
father or her husband.”’ Women who
did not marry and pursued humanist
studies were considered as “exceed-
ing their sex”* As a result, unmarried
learned women were condemned and
dragged down by both men and wom-
en in the upper and lower echelons of
their society.”® Ross suggests that was
because “they counterargued centuries
of biblical and Aristotelian antiwoman
sentiment and the patriarchal structure
of Western society”** By contrast, there
was little to no evidence that unmarried
learned women from dynastic families
met resistance. It was only the unmar-
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ried learned women of the noble class
that encountered hostility. Therefore,
as an unmarried learned noblewoman
in Northern Italy in the quattrocento,
seeking to join the male-dominated
realm of humanism, Isotta was ostra-
cized by her society, despite praise from
prominent male humanists and being
just as accomplished in humanist stud-
ies as men.

Even though there was social
opprobrium against Isotta in Verona
for being an unmarried learned wom-
an, she was bolstered with Guarino’s
praise of her and moved to Venice in
1438, where she tried to establish her-
self as a humanist scholar with Venetian
male humanists and other elite men in
Renaissance society. However, nine
months later, Isotta received a threaten-
ing message that would alter the course
of the rest of her life. On June 1, 1439,
she came under attack by an anony-
mous Venetian writer who called him-
self “Pliny” He made several accusa-
tions against Isotta, specifically, sexual
promiscuity, homosexuality, and incest:

Let us cease to wonder at all these
things, when that second unmar-
ried sister, who has won such
praise for her eloquence, does
things which little befit her eru-
dition and reputation—although
the saying of many wise men I
hold to be true: that an eloquent
woman is never chaste; and the
behavior of many learned wom-
en also confirms its truth .... But
lest you approve even slightly
this excessively foul and ob-
scene crime, let me explain that
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before she made her body gen-
erally available for promiscuous
intercourse, she had first per-
mitted—and indeed even ear-
nestly desired—that the seal of
her virginity be broken by none
other than her brother, so that by
this tie she might be more tight-
ly bound to him. Alas for God in
whom men trust, who does not
mingle heaven, when she, who
sets herself no limit in this filthy
lust, dares to engage so deeply in
the finest literary studies.”

The letter was a clear indication of the
negative attitudes of Venetians towards
unmarried learned women who dared
step out of the private sphere of do-
mesticity and into the public sphere in
Venice. Combined with her pursuit of
becoming a humanist scholar and her
intelligence, while remaining unmar-
ried, Isotta was vilified like a crimi-
nal. Her gender and her society’s ideas
about her gender played too significant
arole for her to be a humanist scholar, a
career that men dominated.

Isotta was condemned even fur-
ther for reaching out to Guarino in an
attempt to repair her reputation. She
lamented to him in a letter about how
she was “jeered throughout the city,
my sex mocks me, nowhere do I have
a restful place ..”** King suggests that
those women mocked Isotta out of jeal-
ousy for going against her culture’s gen-
der ideals.” Isotta begged him to “put a
stop to these cruel tongues that call me
a tower of audacity and say that I should
be sent to the ends of the earth””® His
immediate response was to admonish
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her for feeling humiliated, and he lost
his admiration for her because of it.?? He
believed that there should be no room
in her life for femaleness and went on to
tell her that she must be manlier.

Although Isotta vehemently de-
nied the allegations made against her,
which were also publicly denounced
by Niccolo Barbo, a prominent Vene-
tian patrician and humanist, the dam-
age had been done to her reputation.
Isotta Nogarola went silent in all of her
communications between the publica-
tion of the “Pliny” letter and her letter
to Guarino from 1439 to 1441. During
that time, a humiliated Isotta must have
realized that if she wanted to contin-
ue her pursuit of scholarly learning as
a humanist, she would have to make a
great sacrifice and conform to Vene-
tian society’s gender ideal of women,
for in 1441, at the age of twenty-three,
five years after she entered Veronese
and Venetian humanist circles, Isotta
moved back to Verona and took up the
life of a holy woman, devoted her life to
sacred studies, pledged virginity, and
lived life in semi-solitude.

Aristotelian Venice

enice was unlike any other

city-state in Italy during the

Middle Ages (500-1500) and
the Italian Renaissance (1300-1600).
Beginning in 1204, Venetians created
a unique government that shared the
combined traits of a monarchy, an aris-
tocracy, and a republic, which focused
solely on trade. Conversely, the other
Italian city-states were republics, like
Florence, or principalities, like Naples.
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Venetians did everything in their pow-
er to show that Venice was superior to
all other Italian city-states in every way,
especially in the functionality and sta-
bility of its government. However, Ven-
ice was similar to all other Italian city-
states during the Middle Ages in that
they incorporated Aristotle’s (384 BC-
322 BC) philosophies on logic, physics,
ethics, and metaphysics into their cul-
ture, due to their close contact with the
Greek culture, which had been deeply
entrenched in Aristotelian philosophy
since the fourth century.” Through his
philosophies, Aristotle’s concepts and
arguments on women and their place
in the polis made a slow and steady in-
tegration into religious philosophy over
several hundred years and then was
infused even more into the Italian cul-
ture through the scholastic curriculum
at the Universities of Paris and Padua,
where men who ran the Italian govern-
ments received their education, begin-
ning in 1250.*' Those men then spread
the Aristotelian concept of women
beyond academia into their societies
through their governance, private dia-
logues, and literary works.

One of the primary Aristotelian
philosophies that the medieval Italian
city-states incorporated into their cul-
ture was that men were superior and
dominant over women because women
were inferior by nature. Prudence Allen
called this superiority and dominance
of one sex over another “gender polar-
ity”** According to Aristotle’s Politics
(350 BCE), “the male is by nature su-
perior, and the female inferior; and the
one rules, and the other is ruled; this
principle, of necessity, extends to all
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mankind.”>> Women were deemed to be
too emotional and, therefore, incapable
of rational thought and judgment; they
could not make reasonable decisions
about public affairs and this disqualified
them from full citizenship. Only men
could be full citizens. Therefore, wom-
en were to have no role in the polis; they
could not participate in government
matters, nor could they be lawyers,
teachers, or administrators. According
to Aristotle, they were expected to re-
main “silent,” stay in the private sphere
of domesticity, and marry to maintain
alliances and raise children.** As a pa-
triarchal society, both in the private and
public spheres, submission and silence
were, therefore, a woman’s virtue while
eloquence was a man’ virtue, according
to Aristotle, for eloquence would help a
man run the government. By contrast,
any woman who displayed eloquence,
like Isotta, was as an anomaly and
deemed socially destructive.”

Moreover, an eloquent woman
disrupted the social norms of society
and was seen as usurping male virtues
and claiming power, which was only
meant for men. Only men were allowed
to display their eloquence in public,
where women were banned. Although
historians Francis Sparshott and Irina
Deretic have recently argued that Aris-
totle did not devalue women and disre-
gard their position in Italian society,*
his philosophies about the positions
and contributions of men and women
in society were taken literally in medi-
eval Italy, since they had been woven
throughout the culture since the fourth
century and the scholastic curriculum
since the thirteenth century. However,
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that all changed around 1300 in Flor-
ence, when humanism attempted to
reform Aristotelianism with Platonism.

Florence was the birthplace of
the Italian Renaissance after intellec-
tuals rediscovered ancient and classical
texts in 1300. Its main cultural move-
ment was humanism, which reinforced
the principles from classical antiquity
and emphasized an anthropocentric
worldview, rather than the theocentric
one that dominated the Middle Ages.
Humanism influenced many aspects of
Italian culture, from education to art
and literature. It also redefined familial
roles, court and public life, and reexam-
ined Aristotle’s misogynist perceptions
of women, which had been embed-
ded in the Italian culture for centuries.
Achievements by women were celebrat-
ed for the first time as a result of that re-
examination, such as in Giovanni Boc-
caccios (1313-1375) Corbaccio (1365).
The “woman question,” which asked
if women could be virtuous, if wom-
en could perform noble deeds, and if
women were the same as men, was also
heavily debated.”” This also resulted in
an increase in knowledge about Plato
and his philosophies on life. Kenneth
R. Bartlett posits that with that increase
of knowledge “came an incentive to re-
place the now despised Aristotelianism
of the scholastics with another, more
humanistically-oriented philosophical
system” and Platonism did that well.*®

Although Plato and Aristotle
were equally respected as classicists
during the early Renaissance, accord-
ing to Bartlett, Platonism proved to be
a good replacement for Aristotelian-
ism because there was no hostility to-
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ward it, it had not been overanalyzed
by scholars—unlike Aristotelianism—
and it closely aligned with Christianity
through the immortality of the soul.”
Plato believed the soul was asexual and
reincarnated after death, which led him
to take the stance in Timaeus (c. 360
BCE), which was translated into Latin
(c. 45 BCE) and available to early hu-
manists, that women could contribute
the same as men in serving as Guard-
ians of the polis and therefore deserved
the same education as men.*’ Allen calls
that “gender unity” and posits that “all
those who read [Timaeus] tended to
conclude that Plato actually supported
the equality and non-differentiation of
men and women in the world itself’*!
His Republic (360 BCE) and Laws (360
BCE), which also contained arguments
that supported gender unity,** was avail-
able to humanists in Latin from 1450.
Despite inconsistencies throughout his
work about women’s equality to men in
the polis and in education, which has led
scholars to debate Plato’s gender unity
theory for hundreds of years,* Renais-
sance humanists in Florence began an
open dialogue about women and their
role in society. As a result of that dia-
logue, a new concept of woman based
on Plato’s gender unity theory emerged.

Evidence of that dialogue and the
new concept of women in Renaissance
Italy could be found in fourteenth-cen-
tury stories of women from Dante
(1265-1321), Petrarch (1304-1374),
and Boccaccio, in which “women were
presented as full of self-discipline and
engaging in the development of virtue,
and also willing and able to lead men to
greater heights of wisdom and virtues
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as well,” according to Allen.* Other ev-
idence could be found in the writings
of religious women, such as Catherine
of Siena (1347-1380), who disregarded
the traditions of her time and success-
fully wrote about men’s manipulation of
women in marriage alliances, albeit with
a theological element.* They proved
they had authority, reasoned, and wrote
with wisdom, and they showed that
women could be equal to men. Plato’s
theories were in direct contrast to Ar-
istotelianism, however. Venetians were
closed to any idea of a new concept of
woman and intensified Aristotelianism
when they became a terra firma empire
in the late fourteenth century, coming
into contact with Florence’s civic hu-
manism.

Venice was able to expand onto
mainland Italy and become a terra fir-
ma empire after its triumph over Genoa
in 1381. Then, between 1404 and 1406,
it absorbed the city-states of Padua, Vi-
cenza, and Verona, where they sent rep-
resentatives, equipped with their strong
Aristotelian values, laws, and govern-
ment practice, to each government
council. Therefore, when Isotta was
born in Verona in 1418 and entered its
humanist circles in 1436, it was under
the rule of Aristotelian Venice. It was
during Venices mainland expansion
and occupation that the intelligentsia,
or the all-male intellectual elite (patri-
cians) who ruled and ran the govern-
ments of the Venetian empire, came
into contact with Florence’s humanistic
movement. However, they were unin-
terested in developing a civic humanist
culture for their empire and strength-
ened Aristotelianism instead.
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Florentine  humanism  and,
thereby, Platonist philosophies on gen-
der unity failed to develop throughout
Venice’s empire in the early fifteenth
century for two reasons. First, Venice
was focused only on the preservation
of its political stability, which Florence’s
humanism threatened to destabilize if
they adopted Florentine humanism;
Venice did not have a history of inter-
nal strife and the classes were harmo-
nious, unlike in Florence. The second
reason was that the intelligentsia, who
used Aristotelian philosophy to main-
tain the superiority of Venice, simply
were happy with the way things were.*
In other words, the quattrocento gener-
ation of Venetians was more concerned
with trade and politics and upholding
their traditional social and political val-
ues than with incorporating Platonist
ideas into their world, like Florence and
other Italian city-states had been doing
for more than century. King argues,
however, that since the intelligentsia
found some aspects of humanism ap-
pealing, especially as a luxury for pa-
tricians, quattrocento Venetians were
“open to novelty but closed to change

. welcomed new texts but abhorred
new meanings ... praised eloquence but
stifled criticism”; therefore, the intelli-
gentsia meshed some of the ideologies
of humanism with their deeply-rooted
Aristotelian values and created patri-
cian humanism.* However, that did not
change their conservative Aristotelian
views of women.

In patrician humanism, Ve-
netians intensified their Aristotelian
philosophies while doing it in human-
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ism’s language of Latin and style of clas-
sical learning, albeit without Platonist
gender unity ideologies. Patrician hu-
manism would, therefore, not weaken
their mainland empire and strengthen
the superiority of Venice. Furthermore,
anthropocentrism, prevalent in civ-
ic humanism, was absent in patrician
humanism in order to continue un-
apologetically celebrating Venice. That
intensification was clearly problematic
for Isotta, as she stepped out of the pri-
vate sphere and into the public sphere
of humanism in the 1430s. Since Ven-
ice’s empire was solidly Aristotelian in
the quattrocento, it was evident why
Isotta, who was born in Verona just
twelve years after it was absorbed into
the Venetian empire and chose the ca-
reer path of a humanist scholar, which
was solely reserved for men in the Ve-
netian empire, was viciously attacked
between 1436 and 1439. By choosing a
career path outside of domesticity and
remaining unmarried, Isotta simply did
not conform to Venice’s Aristotelian
philosophy that she be submissive and
silent, marry, and have children.

Moreover, since Isotta received
a humanist education, it would have
been reasonable that she studied Pla-
to and his gender unity theories in Ti-
maeus and connected with them. That
was especially evident when she wrote
to men outside her intellectual fami-
ly, such as Ermolao Barbaro, in 1436.
According to Luka Borsic and Ivana S.
Karasman, that correspondence was
an indication that she believed herself
equal to men.”® That went completely
against Aristotelian philosophy, align-
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ing with Platonism instead, and would
have, therefore, made her a target for
condemnation by her culture.

Isotta was also eloquent, which
was publicly acknowledged by Guarino
and other male humanists in Verona
and Venice. Since that was only a char-
acteristic acceptable in men, according
to Aristotle, that was a challenge for
Isotta. She knew her eloquence did not
follow the customs of her city but was
eloquent anyway; she told Ermolao and
Guarino that she could not “stay silent”
just to prove to everyone that she was
wrong. Even though her eloquence
marked her as a highly intelligent hu-
manist scholar, in 1430s Venice she was
perceived as an aberration of female
nature, a threat to male propriety, a fe-
male claiming power in a realm solely
reserved for men, and a threat to Ven-
ice’s superiority.

Those notions did not change for
eloquent women in Northern Italy until
1480, when learned ladies were no lon-
ger deemed a threat to society; civic hu-
manism had finally broken through the
barrier of Aristotelianism.”® According
to Aileen Feng, a learned lady by 1500
“was a familiar and sanctioned enough
figure to have been [designated] as kind
of a national treasure, routinely boast-
ed of by compatriots as an honor to her
city and kin”' For instance, Cassandra
Fedele (1465-1558) was considered an
exceptional woman and a symbol of
Venetian superiority in 1490 for her
success and intelligence as a human-
ist scholar. Additionally, Laura Cere-
ta (1469-1499), who argued that all
women, as human beings, had a right
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to an education, was also a celebrat-
ed female humanist in Northern Italy
in the late quattrocento. Unlike Isotta,
however, Cassandra and Laura were
never condemned for breaking into the
male-dominated realm of humanism
because, by that time, Venetian men
welcomed learned ladies in society.”
By 1600, female humanists throughout
Italy were common and widely accept-
ed; they were no longer considered an
anomaly.” By contrast, the attitudes in
early quattrocento Venice were signifi-
cantly less welcoming. Consequently,
Isotta was mocked, disrespected, de-
based, and called unchaste for being an
unmarried learned lady and not con-
forming to her society’s rules for the fe-
male gender. Being called unchaste was
the ultimate offense for women in the
quattrocento and since “Pliny” claimed
Isotta as such, even with no evidentia-
ry support, she was ultimately pushed
to abandon her secular humanist career
for one that was more acceptable to her
society.

Since antiquity, chastity had
been the quintessential virtue in a
woman.* Chastity was a virtue all girls
and women were required to follow
because the society of men believed it
ensured the continuity and legitimacy
of the male line after marriage. There-
fore, being unchaste was the worst sin
a female could commit; it would have
ruined not only her honor, but also that
of her entire family and even her city.
She was also accused of incest, which
was claimed to be the “most monstrous
of all” sins, since the Church associated
it with witchcraft and demons, accord-
ing to Allison Levy.” Therefore, Isotta’s
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eloquence and accusations of sexual
promiscuity, homosexuality, and in-
cest were damning. Even though Isotta
was never accused of witchcraft, being
called unchaste and accused of incest
was bad enough that it would have been
something she would have wanted to
avoid at all costs. Consequently, com-
bined with her culture’s intensification
of Aristotelian philosophies in early
quattrocento Venice and being called
unchaste through sexual deviance as
she entered the public sphere of hu-
manism, Isotta was ultimately defeated
by the Aristotelian-saturated society in

which she lived.

By 1441, rather than facing
daunting obstacles by continuing her
pursuit in secular humanist studies, she
was forced by the deeply-entrenched
Aristotelian philosophies of her so-
ciety, scorn, and the foul accusations
made against her from 1436 to 1439 to
follow a path deemed more appropriate
for her gender, so as not to upset her
society’s traditions and values, prove
she was not a threat in any way, and
save her reputation. That path was that
of a holy woman.

Isotta Nogarola: Holy
Woman and Humanist
Scholar (1441-1466)

s a noble Renaissance woman
living in the Venetian empire
in the early quattrocento, Isot-
ta had two career paths before her: be-
come a wife and mother or enter the
convent as a nun. King’s research shows
that most Renaissance women, no mat-
ter their class, chose to marry and be-
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come mothers, as it was ingrained in
them that it was their sole mission in life
to bear children, thus preserving their
husband’s familial line and wealth.*®
The alternative career to the burden of
motherhood was that of a nun.

Since the founding of Christian-
ity, young girls and women have pur-
sued a life in imitation of Christ. By the
Middle Ages, conventual life required
those girls and women to take three ir-
reversible vows of chastity, poverty, and
obedience. According to the Benedic-
tine Rule, a woman entering conventual
life also had to give up her worldly pos-
sessions, pray daily for her sins and the
sins of others, stay silent, live in seclu-
sion, and live an ascetic life. Although
many women entered conventual life
due to a spiritual calling, some women
entered conventual life to further their
education.

Convents provided women with
an education that was not provided at
home. A nun was required to be literate
in a variety of topics other than domes-
ticity and religion, such as economics.
Nuns had to be able to read, write, and
translate sacred texts from Latin into
the vernacular; therefore, women were
trained in Latin, which happened to be
the language of Renaissance humanism.
Consequently, convents became the set-
ting for women pursuing higher educa-
tion. Kathryn Hinds suggests that con-
vents were “often the only place where
an intelligent woman was allowed to
pursue an education”” As a result,
women became scholars, authors, and
scribes, offering them a power that was
typically denied to them as a wife and
mother. They wrote plays, devotional
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literature, and histories and biographies
about ancient and mythological hero-
ines, female saints, female chastity, and
the “woman question,” defying the Ar-
istotelian tradition that women should
remain silent. One such woman who
became a scholar and defied Aristote-
lian tradition was Hildegard of Bingen.

Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179)
was much more than a twelfth-century
nun; she was a counselor, physician,
theologian, and scholar. She entered the
convent when she was eight years old
and became an abbess in 1136, a time
when no woman was to have any power
over a man. However, Hildegard defied
that command and wrote about the un-
just inferiority of women to men.

Hildegard was attracted to Bible
passages about women and morality.
She was specifically drawn to the pas-
sages about Wisdom, “God’s feminine
consort and collaborator in the works
of creation,” who earned the praise of a
goddess.*® Using the Scriptures, Hilde-
gard analyzed the relationship between
men and women and found through the
feminine parts of the Bible that women
were not frail and meek creatures and
that men and women could have an
equal partnership.® She was a Renais-
sance woman before the Renaissance.
Although her views of women were
considered unfeminine at the time, as a
nun, Hildegard was never condemned
for them. By combining her feminist
views with theology, she successfully
wrote about the hostility that women
faced in a male-dominated world. An-
other woman who successfully wrote
about men’s misogynist views on wom-
en was Christine de Pizan.
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Christine de Pizan (1365-1431)
was a Venetian who moved to France
and became an author who rejected
the gender polarity of Aristotle. She re-
ceived a humanist education from her
father, who was a physician to King
Charles V of France. Although she was
not a nun, she wrote numerous works
combined with a theological dimen-
sion. That allowed her to successfully
write about the “woman question” and
argue that the inferior treatment of
women by men had to stop.

Similar to Hildegard, Christine
also used the biblical figure of Wisdom
to challenge the misogynist attitudes
toward her gender, justifying the idea
that women and men were equal. She
also used the Holy Trinity as female
figures in her works, such as Lepistre
Othea (1400), in which Christine pro-
moted womens wisdom and intellect.
Christine received opposition for her
works, but she was also supported by
theologians for writing about feminine
topics in a religious way. She effectively
affirmed women’s worth, heralded fe-
male achievements, and argued for the
equal treatment of women to men, all
the while proving that she was a learned
lady. Therefore, it can be concluded
from the experiences of Hildegard and
Christine that any woman who wrote
about secular topics and the “woman
question” was never condemned by so-
ciety, if her works were combined with
wisdom from the Bible, figuratively or
literally. Based on the opposition she
received between 1436 and 1439, Isot-
ta had to choose between marrying or
entering a convent, if she wanted to be
a learned lady, study humanism, and
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write about the “woman question.”
However, Isotta chose neither.

Some women who did not want
to enter conventual life or marry, like
Isotta, were called tertiaries or holy
women. Holy women made vows com-
parable to a nun, but they were revers-
ible, simpler, and more personal. They
made no permanent vows, followed
some of the Benedictine Rules, sup-
ported themselves, and interacted with
the world, while remaining celibate.
That allowed her to leave conventual
life and re-enter society, if she wished,
with her chastity intact. In addition,
as a holy woman, she would have been
allowed to study Latin. Moreover, she
would not have been subjected to a
man, thus giving her some control over
her life. Since Isotta had no desire to
marry and be under the authority of a
husband nor did she want to be sub-
jected to a father superior as a nun, and
since her culture could not accept her
as an unmarried intellectual, especially
as one who was claimed as unchaste, it
can only be supposed that the only path
left for her, in which she could continue
her pursuit as a humanist scholar with-
out further condemnation, was that of
a holy woman. As a holy woman, Isotta
could choose to live like a nun and con-
tinue her pursuit of humanist studies
while proving that she was not a threat
as a learned lady. She could also prove
that she was chaste without being con-
demned by society.

In 1441, Isotta abandoned her
pursuit of secular humanist studies,
took a pledge of virginity, devoted her-
self to God, and studied sacred texts, yet
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did not take a conventual vow. She lived
a hermitic life, rarely leaving her bed-
room in her mother’s home and living
ascetically.® She did not have any in-
tention of reversing her vows, however;
the treatment she received prior to 1441
demanded that she live the rest of her
life as a virgin dedicated to God. Even
though Isotta did not enter a convent,
her new religious lifestyle was accept-
ed, applauded, and even encouraged by
Northern Italian society.

Veronese and Venetian men
and women saw Isotta’s self-imposed
religious exile as her acceptance of
the traditional Aristotelian values of
their society. In her new role as a holy
woman, they encouraged her to pur-
sue advanced philosophy and become
a “woman intellectual” because a reli-
gious life required her to be learned.®!
For instance, humanist Lauro Quirini
(1420-1479) advised her to only study
Aristotle in order to “have knowledge
of [humanist studies], as well as [phi-
losophy and theology] % Costanza Va-
rano (1426-1447) applauded Isotta for
taking up the traditional role of “wom-
an religious,” but also encouraged her
to continue her intellectual pursuit now
that she had pledged herself to God.®*
That was completely the opposite of
how she was treated between 1436 and
1439, when she pursued a secular hu-
manist career as an unmarried woman.
As long as she remained committed to
her pledge of virginity and devoted her-
self to God as a holy woman, Isotta was,
therefore, allowed to pursue humanist
studies and be a learned lady. The life of
a holy woman was so similar to that of a
nun that Isotta did not pose a threat to
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the continuity of her deep-rooted Aris-
totelian society. It was as a holy woman
that Isotta wrote her most philosophi-
cal works.**

Like Hildegard and Christine,
Isotta incorporated texts from the Bible,
such as Genesis, Exodus, Jeremiah, and
the Song of Solomon, into her literary
works in her new role as a holy wom-
an. In addition, she meshed those Bib-
lical texts with classical references from
Aristotle, possibly as a way to show that
she was not a threat to the Aristotelian
traditions of Venetian society. Prior to
1441, Isotta never incorporated religious
texts in her epistolary; she only made
references to classical texts.”” Howev-
er, like Hildegard and Christine, Isotta
could only study and write about hu-
manist topics and also undermine Ar-
istotle’s gender polarity, without being
condemned by her society, by including
scriptural texts. From 1450 to her death
in 1466, Isotta wrote an oration for Pope
Nicholas V and Bishop Ermolao Barba-
ro, a lecture on St. Jerome, a sermon for
Pope Pius, and a eulogy for Jacopo Mar-
cello’s son, but the best example to show
that she conformed to her Aristotelian
culture, while at the same undermining
it, can be seen in her Dialogue on Adam
and Eve.

The Dialogue on Adam and Eve
(1451) began as an exchange of corre-
spondence between Isotta and the Ve-
netian governor in Verona, Ludovico
Foscarini, in which they debated who
was to blame for original sin, Adam or
Eve. Isotta opened the exchange with
the traditional view that Eve was the
guiltiest, a burden that women carried
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for centuries. However, Isotta quickly
defended Eve, saying that “Adam must
be judged more guilty than Eve because
God commanded him not to eat the
fruit, and he, in greater attempt, broke
this command.” In other words, ac-
cording to the story in Genesis, God
created man to be perfect and rational;
therefore, Adam was the guiltiest. Con-
versely, Ludovico countered that Eve
was the guiltiest because of her pride.
Throughout the dialogue, however,
Isotta interwove the traditional gender
polarity texts of Aristotle with classical
text references and scriptural texts to
prove that man was guiltier of original
sin, due to his moral inferiority.” Isotta
successfully used centuries of Aristote-
lian theories against Ludovico and won
the debate.®® Although that was contro-
versial to conclude in the quattrocento,
Isotta was not criticized or condemned
for it. She earned praise and recogni-
tion as a learned lady by Venetian and
Veronese societies and was even called
a saint by Ermolao Barbaro.® The Di-
alogue on Adam and Eve was arguably
Isotta’s best and most important literary
work, as it challenged her culture’s mi-
sogyny.

Despite the praise and admira-
tion, Isotta was unhappy. She had to
sacrifice bodily comforts and live in
isolation, prove that she had conformed
to the Aristotelian gender ideals of her
society, and prove that she was chaste
and wholly devoted to God in order to
be a learned lady and humanist schol-
ar. King alleges that it was plausible that
Isotta was chronically ill and suffered
from “pains in the stomach and body”
as she succumbed to the prejudices of
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her Aristotelian culture, never rejoin-
ing society to marry, based on letters
between Foscarini and Isotta beginning
in 1453; he acknowledged that she held
a “contempt for life” when she “chose
to be dissolved with Paul and to be one
with Christ””° A later letter by Foscarini
to Isotta mentioned that she, who was
“constantly occupied in sacred studies,’
was in “poor health” because she was
“neglectful of herself””' Nevertheless,
Isotta showed strength and resolve and
continued to produce some of the mos*
sophisticated philosophical works o
the Italian Renaissance.”” Including thy
Dialogue, she significantly contributeu
to the humanist intellectual movement.
As a result of that contribution, Isotta
Nogarola became not only the most
learned female of the Renaissance, but
also the first female humanist of the
Italian Renaissance.

The path to becoming a humanist
scholar in early quattrocento Venice was
not an easy one for Isotta Nogarola. The
Venetian empire was solidly entrenched
in Aristotelian philosophies from the
Middle Ages to the late fifteenth centu-
ry, which held that women were to be
silent, submissive, and relegated to the
home or convent, due to their inferior
nature. Although Platonism opened up
a dialogue between humanists about a
new concept of woman, noblewomen
who did not marry or enter the convent
were social deviants and seen as ex-
ceeding their sex. Consequently, when
a single Isotta entered the male-dom-
inated realm of humanism in Verona
and Venice between 1436 and 1439, she
was forced, through condemnation and
vilification, to abandon her career as a
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secular humanist scholar for one devot-
ed to God. Isotta, therefore, accepted
the conservative traditions of her soci-
ety and chose a more socially acceptable
career path. As a holy woman, Isotta
was able to continue her pursuit of be-
coming a humanist scholar by success-
fully combining Biblical wisdom with
views of gender unity and classical ref-
erences. In the end, it was only as a holy
woman that Isotta Nogarola became the
most celebrated female humanist of the
Italian Renaissance.
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