
Introduction

This	book	is	mostly	dedicated	to	the	iconographic	analysis	of 	the	fresco	pro-
gram of  Villa Grimani Molin, a rural Veneto villa located in Fratta Polesine in the 
province of  Rovigo, owned today by the Avezzù family (Plate 1). ‘Mostly’, because 
the scope is to demonstrate that in certain situations, a content-meaning analysis of  
a	work	of 	art	cannot	overcome	the	interpretive	challenges	without	a	reconstruction	
of  its historical context, that must be as resourceful and detailed as possible. Au-
thorship, patronage and dating are all external factors, a set of  preliminary informa-
tion	that	can	dramatically	influence	and	facilitate	our	ability	to	interpret	any	work	
of  art. But what happens when the more common methods of  the art historian are 
unable to provide a response to one, two or all these elements? The fresco program 
of  Villa Grimani Molin provides an ideal case study for such challenge. 

The villa resides amid the low and humid terrains of  the Polesine, a peripheral 
area of  the Veneto that was originally retained inhabitable, subject to frequent land 
mutations	and	water	overflows.	In	the	sixteenth	century,	these	unhealthy	wetlands	
were	taken	up	by	the	determined	Venetian	patricians,	sanitized	by	their	expert	engi-
neers, and transformed into a center of  prosperous agricultural and cultural activity. 
The	lands	were	reorganized	in	keeping	with	the	Santa agricoltura, the new agricultural 
philosophy described by Alvise Cornaro, which was a celebration of  the sense of  
emancipation	granted	from	the	work	in	the	fields,	with	respect	to	the	commercial	
activities that were traditionally recognized with the Venetian Republic 1. The birth 
of  the sixteenth-century villas of  Fratta Polesine, Villa Grimani Molin and Villa 
Badoer,	was	an	important	landmark	in	this	long	and	exhaustive	process.

The	Veneto	hosts	a	patrimony	of 	rural	villas,	mostly	associated	with	the	figure	
of  Andrea Palladio, that has provided for decades a fruitful ground for the research 
of  art and architectural historians. The Palladian villa’s emergence as a product of  
its physical and social environment, with its double function as a properly operating 
farmhouse and as a residenza signorile has been widely discussed for the evolvement 
of 	its	specific	architectural	language	and	functions,	and	for	the	development	of 	its	

1  Many studies have been dedicated to Cornaro’s initiative, which lay the foundations for the 
office	of 	the	Provveditori sopra i Beni Inculti, in charge of  the land reclamation operations throughout 
the Republic. See especially: Giuseppe Fiocco, Alvise Cornaro: il suo tempo e le sue opere, Neri Pozza, 
Vicenza 1965; Lionello Puppi (ed.), Alvise Cornaro e il suo tempo: Padova, Loggia e Odeo Cornaro, Sala del 
Palazzo della Ragione, 7 settembre-9 novembre 1980, Comune, Padova 1980; Gino Benzoni (ed.), Verso 
la santa agricoltura: Alvise Cornaro, Ruzante, il Polesine: atti del XXV convegno di studi dell’Associazione 
culturale Minelliana, Rovigo, 29 giugno 2002, Minelliana, Rovigo 2004.
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characteristic fresco decorative themes.
The general architectural and decorative schemes of  Villa Grimani Molin adhere 

to the tradition of  the «Veneto Villa». Its dimensions, its architectural language, the 
technical	rearrangement	of 	its	environment	–	all	find	counterparts	in	many	of 	the	
first-class	rural	residences	that	were	commissioned	by	the	Venetian	noblemen	from	
Palladio between the 1550’s and the 1570’s, such as Villa Foscari ‘La Malcontenta’ 
(Mira), Villa Emo (Fanzolo), Villa Barbaro (Maser), and its own neighbor in Fratta, 
Villa Badoer. However, although these traits have aroused the curiosity of  many 
architectural historians, to date, none of  the studies examining the villa has been 
able to propose any convincing hypothesis for the identity of  its main architect. In 
addition, the general agreement upon the date of  its construction as ante 1564 has 
been recently discarded, since it was entirely based on the inaccurate interpretation 
of  a historical map, as we shall later see. The architectural historians have neverthe-
less	reached	the	significant	consensus	that	Villa	Grimani	Molin	cannot	be	attributed	
to Palladio 2. Based on the careful analysis of  its style and structure, several scholars 
have suggested that its last major construction phase probably occurred shortly 
after the golden age of  his activity 3. The iconographic themes depicted in the villa’s 

2  Virtually all scholars reject such attribution. The Palladian hypothesis had been promoted 
by Clauco Benito Tiozzo, who conducted the latest restoration campaign of  the villa’s frescoes 
(ca. 1970-1972). However, Renato Cavese expressed perplexity regarding the hypothesis, and 
Bruno Gabbiani	argued	for	a	great	formal	simplification	with	respect	to	Palladio’s	style.	Luisa	
Castagnaro Barbuiani	criticized	the	layout	of 	the	villa	complex,	defining	it	as	rigid	and	lacking	
a dialogue with its surroundings, and both she and Donata Battilotti suggested assigning the 
project to Domenico Groppino. In the latest study dedicated to the villa, the Palladio hypothesis 
was strongly criticized by Ruggero Rugolo based on a series of  considerations concerning the 
architectural style and technical capacities of  the Vicentine architect. Rugolo suggested attributing 
the project to Vincenzo Grimani himself, retaining the construction to be earlier than that of  
Villa Badoer. See: Clauco Benito Tiozzo, Il	Palladio	e	le	ville	fluviali:	architettura	e	decorazioni, Marsilio, 
Venezia 1981, p. 19; Renato Cevese, «Il Palladianesimo al tempo di Andrea Palladio», Odeo Olimpico, 
v. XV-XVI (1978-1980), pp. 43-55 (here p. 46); Bruno Gabbiani (ed.), Ville venete: la provincia di 
Rovigo: insediamenti nel Polesine, Marsilio, Venezia 2000, pp. 264-266; Luisa Castagnaro Barbuiani, 
«Villa Grimani Molin ora Avezzù a Fratta», in Luciano Alberti et al., Palladio e palladianesimo in 
Polesine, Minelliana, Rovigo 1984, pp. 63-77 (here p. 74); Donata Battilotti, Le ville di Palladio, 
Electa, Milano 1990, pp. 102-103; Ruggero Rugolo, «La fabbrica e il suo sito: per ‘pareggiar la 
Fratta a l’alta Roma’», in Ruggero Maschio (ed.), Villa Loredan Grimani, Minelliana, Rovigo 2001, 
pp. 47-104.
3  Giuseppe Marchiori noticed a Serlian inspiration in the villa and referred to the structure 
as belonging to the late-sixteenth century. Franco Barbieri also emphasized the villa’s posterior 
character, as well as its technical-engineering superiority, considering Vincenzo Scamozzi as a 
valid candidate for being the architect. The latter hypothesis is further advanced in the current 
research. See: Giuseppe Marchiori, «Ville della Provincia di Rovigo», in Giuseppe Mazzotti (ed.), 
Le ville Venete, Canova, Treviso 1954, pp. 469-470; Franco Barbieri, «Vincenzo Scamozzi 2005: Il 
punto», Annali di Architettura: Rivista del Centro Internazionale di Studi di Architettura Andrea Palladio, 
v. 18-19 (2006-2007), pp. 171-186 (here p. 179).
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interiors	also	demonstrate	a	certain	affinity	with	the	frescoes	and	sculptural	cycles	
ornamenting Palladio’s villas, although once again, they do not aspire from their 
common decorative schemes. The only exception is Villa Badoer, whose frescoes, 
attributed to Giallo Fiorentino, were a useful and handy formal resource willingly 
exploited by the artist of  Villa Grimani Molin. 

This decorative cycle is undoubtedly one of  the most enigmatic and elaborate 
of 	its	genre,	and	the	ongoing	difficulties	in	its	analysis	are	entirely	comprehensible.	
The most up-to-date published research in its regard is the relatively recent mono-
graph dedicated to the villa (2001) 4. In the volume, a true attempt was launched for 
the	in-depth	study	of 	the	architecture	and	fresco	program.	Archival	findings	includ-
ing maps, wills, marriage contracts, inventories and tax declarations related to the 
structure and its owners were combined with the visual materials, in studies which 
sought to resolve the questions of  dating, attribution, style and content. The au-
thors conducted an honest analysis, that seems to have been highly inspired by Lio-
nello Puppi’s monograph on Palladio’s masterpiece in Fratta, Villa Badoer (1972) 5. 
However,	while	the	latter	scholar	encountered	no	significant	difficulties	in	defining	
the Villa Badoer’s architect, painter, patron (Francesco Badoer) and construction 
date (1556-1558), the authors of  the monograph of  Villa Grimani Molin produced 
only partial and unsatisfying results, to the point that none of  their hypotheses have 
been fully accepted in successive studies. In the introductory essay of  the volume, 
Ruggero Maschio explained that the research challenges they faced included the 
scarce	and	obscure	available	documents,	 the	difficulty	 in	untangling	 the	parental	
and hereditary relationships of  the various owners, and the obscurity shed on the 
plausible date of  the villa’s construction 6.

 Ruggero Rugolo’s proposal in the monograph to attribute both the patronage 
and the architectural project to the Venetian nobleman Vincenzo Grimani had not 
been	sufficiently	argued;	the	date	he	proposed	for	the	construction,	around	1554,	
ignored that fact that the manufacture is still absent from a map drawn in 1557, and 
relied on the same documents that had brought Antonio Rigobello to date it to a 
later period 7. The new villa was also assumed to have been erected on the founda-
tions of  the old house of  Vincenzo’s father-in-law, Giovan Francesco Loredan, but 

4  Maschio (ed.), Villa Loredan Grimani.
5  Lionello Puppi, La	Villa	Badoer	di	Fratta	Polesine, Centro Internazionale di Studi di Architettura 
Andrea Palladio, Vicenza 1972.
6  Ruggero Maschio, «Dimore degli dei. Il contesto, i committenti e i personaggi nelle vicende di 
Villa Loredan-Grimani, Molin, Avezzù», in Maschio (ed.), Villa Loredan Grimani, pp. 9-28 (here 
p. 9).
7  Rugolo, «La fabbrica e il suo sito», p. 50; Bruno Rigobello, «Un documento per la datazione 
della villa Badoer di Fratta Polesine», in Alberti et al., Palladio e palladianesimo in Polesine, pp. 52-
54. See also: Denis Ton, «Villa Grimani Molin», in Giuseppe Pavanello, Vincenzo Mancini (eds.), 
Gli affreschi nelle ville venete: Il Cinquecento, Marsilio, Venezia 2008, pp. 257-264 (n. 61; here p. 262).
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a careful reading of  the documentary evidence demonstrates the contrary 8. Fran-
cesca Bottacin, basing her analysis of  the fresco cycle on Rugolo’s dating, was only 
able	to	narrow	down	the	identification	of 	the	painter	to	an	anonymous	individual	
belonging to the ‘Salviati’ circle 9, an idea that itself  should be considered inaccurate, 
as	I	argue	 in	the	closing	chapter	of 	this	book.	Her	assumption	that	the	frescoes	
would have been complete before September 1556 disregarded the fact that the 
dining room ceiling depicts a clear reference to the Sala dell’Olimpo in Villa Barbaro 
at Maser, painted by Paolo Veronese only after 1560 10. 

Besides Bottacin’s chapter, a handful of  studies have been dedicated to these 
frescoes 11. A serious problem lies in the question of  their dating, which has been 
assigned to an arch of  time between the 1550’s and the 1570’s, based almost exclu-
sively	on	the	visual	examination	of 	the	depicted	subjects.	Significantly,	neither	of 	
the authors has been able to explain why only the central hall and the east wing of  
the symmetrical piano nobile had been decorated, or why the various coats of  arms 
depicted as part of  the original decorative campaign belong to the Molin family, 
the same family that owned only one half  of  the villa in the sixteenth century, and 
only after 1580 12. The attempts to perform traditional iconographic readings have 
also produced only partial theories, which were often proposed with uncertainty, 
often misinterpreted, or maintained a very open character, because the scholars 
were	only	able	to	make	use	of 	the	very	limited	available	bibliographic	information	
related to the patrons of  the villa 13. Clearly, a pictorial narrative so saturated with 

8  On this aspect, see below, chapter 1, note 32, p. 55. 
9  Francesca Bottacin, «D’amore, di storia, d’alchimia e di agricoltura – la decorazione», in 
Maschio (ed.), Villa Loredan Grimani, pp. 105-146 (here pp. 107-122).
10  Ibid., p. 107; Ton, «Villa Grimani Molin», p. 262. 
11	 	Franca	Trinchieri	Camiz,	«Significati	 iconografici	degli	affreschi	delle	ville	Badoer	e	Molin-
Avezzù a Fratta Polesine», in Achille Olivieri (ed.), Eresie, magia, società nel Polesine tra ’500 e ’600, 
Atti del XIII convegno di studi storici, Rovigo, 21-22 novembre 1987, Minelliana, Rovigo 1989, pp. 118-
144; Gert Jan van der Sman, La decorazione a fresco delle ville venete del Cinquecento. Saggi di lettura 
stilistica	ed	iconografica,	Istituto Universitario Olandese di Storia dell’Arte, Firenze 1993, pp. 172-
180;	Barbara	Boccazzi	Mazza,	«Gli	infiniti	nomi	di	Dio:	la	decorazione	dello	‘studiolo’	Grimani	a	
Fratta Polesine», Studi Veneziani, n.s. LII (2006), pp. 243-264; Simone Guseo, «Il mito dei Grimani 
nella villa di Fratta Polesine. Suggestioni esoteriche per una rilettura dei soggetti ermetici», Terra 
d’Este, v. XVI, a. 31 (2006), pp. 119-144. Ton’s synthetic overview of  the literature on the frescoes 
cited above (Ton, «Villa Grimani Molin»), has also been fully reproduced in Vincenzo Mancini, 
Denis Ton, Gli	affreschi	di	 villa	Badoer	 e	 villa	Loredan	Grimani	Avezzù	a	Fratta	Polesine, Minelliana, 
Rovigo 2010.
12  See especially: van der Sman, La decorazione a fresco, p. 173; Luigi Contegiacomo, «Genesi di un 
sogno: le origini delle ville Loredan-Grimani e Badoer», in Maschio (ed.), Villa Loredan Grimani, 
pp. 29-45 (here p. 36); Bottacin, «D’amore, di storia, d’alchimia», pp. 105-107. I return to this 
issue in chapter 6.
13  Trinchieri Camiz,	 «Significati	 iconografici»,	 and	 van	 der	 Sman, La decorazione a fresco, 
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original	iconographic	innovations	requires	a	better	knowledge	of 	the	background	
factors that brought to its creation, namely its patrons, authors and dating. All these 
difficulties	in	attribution	and	interpretation	thus	seem	to	have	been	derived	from	
the same basic problem: there just wasn’t enough documentary evidence. 

One may therefore inquire, how have art and architectural historians approached 
the study of  the Veneto villas and their decoration in the past decades? As it seems, 
the	current	state	of 	research	of 	Villa	Grimani	Molin	reflects	a	wider	phenomenon	
of 	methodological	difficulties	typical	to	this	research	field.	Despite	the	extensive	
number	of 	rural	residences	built	from	the	late	fifteenth	century	onwards,	raising	
much interest as exponents of  a unique and prestigious humanist culture, encom-
passing monographic endeavors are actually quite uncommon, and methodic, in-
depth interpretations of  the decorative cycles are even more scarce. Only a small 
fortune of  cycles has been subject to detailed studies, usually belonging to villas 
constructed by Palladio,	in	which	the	painters	and	patrons	are	generally	known,	and	
in	consequence,	dating	hypotheses	are	not	too	difficult	to	formulate.	The	frescoes	
of  Villa Emo at Fanzolo, of  the Malcontanta villa, of  Villa Caldogno (Caldogno), 
Villa Godi (Lonedo) and above all the celebrated cycle of  Villa Barbaro are some 
of  the most conspicuous examples of  the genre, although even within this group, 
not all villas have received proper monographs and many of  the studies have been 
published as individual essays 14. At times, certain iconographic themes have been 
identified,	such	as	choices	of 	specific	virtues	or	Ovidian	myths,	but	the	connection	
between the images and the historical circumstances that brought to their depiction 
often remains unclear 15. 

both performed an overall examination of  the frescoes, providing a series of  iconographic 
considerations and attempting to identify their sources and painter. Boccazzi Mazza,	«Gli	infiniti	
nomi di Dio», focused her analysis on the cultural ambient of  Fratta Polesine and on the Grimani 
family, suggesting an interpretation for the Hebrew inscription in the studiolo. Guseo, «Il mito dei 
Grimani», suggested the frescoes and their authors should be evaluated in light of  the cultural and 
scientific	interests	of 	the	patrons	and	their	contacts	with	Venice	and	the	mainland.	
14	 	In	addition	to	Puppi’s	book	on	Villa	Badoer,	noteworthy	monographs	are:	Manuela	Morresi,	
Villa Porto Colleoni a Thiene: architettura e committenza nel Rinascimento vicentino, Electa, Milano 1988; 
Danilo Gasparini, Lionello Puppi (eds.), Villa Emo,	Terra	ferma,	Vicenza	2009.	A	recent	book	
has been dedicated to the Malcontenta’s fresco program, by Antonio Foscari, Frescos	 within	
Palladio’s Architecture: Malcontenta 1557-1575, Lars Mu ̈ller Publishers, Zürich 2013. A monograph 
still needs to be written about Villa Barbaro, whose erudite fresco cycle, brilliantly conceived 
by Daniele and Marc’Antonio Barbaro and majestically painted by Paolo Veronese, has been 
extensively studied, but information in its regard is still scattered about in single articles and 
book	chapters.	The	most	encompassing	effort	 to	 treat	some	of 	 the	fresco	programs	of 	 the	
major	 sixteenth-century	Veneto	 villas	 can	 be	 recognized	 in	 the	 book	 of 	 van	 der	 Sman,	La 
decorazione a fresco, which produces a series of  valuable iconographic studies that are based on 
a wide range of  literature, although, probably due to the breadth of  the topic, new archival 
documents have not been introduced. 
15  For example, one may inquire whether the choice of  Ovidian themes depicted in the 
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The state of  research is far more fragmentary and unsatisfactory when dealing 
with fresco cycles painted in post-Palladian villas, in which the architect or painter 
remain anonymous, and often only portions of  the fresco cycle have survived. 
In most of  these cases, private family archives are practically nonexistent 16, and 
the documentary evidence that is commonly examined – wills, marriage contracts, 
tax declarations and the nineteenth-century cadasters – is usually meagre and in-
sufficient	for	a	proper	historical	reconstruction.	More	often	than	not,	 the	fresco	
programs	end	up	in	fragmentary	or	superficial	studies	appearing	in	thematic,	tour-
istic or photographic volumes, or as synthetic entries in encompassing catalogues. 
Under such circumstances, the archival information considered is either recovered 
from	secondary	sources	or	at	the	most,	subject	to	verification,	but	new	materials	
are scarcely introduced. A case in point is that of  Villa Valier Bembo at Mira: the 
sixteenth-century	structure	was	modified	and	decorated	 in	 the	following	century	
when it was owned by two doges and a dogaressa. It also included a prestigious 
ballroom, later demolished but documented in at least three engravings; in 1666, it 
was the site of  the celebrations for Margherita,	the	daughter	of 	the	Spanish	king.	
We	can	therefore	definitely	consider	Villa	Valier	and	its	decorative	cycle	as	worthy	
of  historical interest. However, the scarce attempts to study its frescoes have been 
summed up in a laconic entry in the massive catalogue Gli affreschi nelle ville venete: 
il Seicento, in which all the depictions adorning the entire piano nobile were bluntly 
ignored, concentrating exclusively on the inner staircase and on a seventeenth-cen-
tury façade fresco of  a guitar player that had been erroneously attributed to the 
sixteenth-century painter Giambattista Zelotti 17. 

Studying	the	fresco	cycle	of 	a	Veneto	villa	presents	several	specific	difficulties.	
The villas are complex entities; their birth and growth were not strictly private aris-
tocratic	achievements,	but	they	reflect	the	ongoing	changes	in	the	economic	politics	
of  the State. The study of  each villa unites architecture, art and environmental fac-

Malcontenta’s central hall can truly only be explained as generally related to the owner’s elevated 
political status (van der Sman, La decorazione a fresco, pp. 231-234); in Villa Emo at Fanzolo, how 
exactly do the frescoes relate to Lunardo Emo’s marriage with Cornelia Grimani, beyond the 
general	affirmation	that	they	would	have	been	painted	for	the	occasion?	The	grotesque	is	another	
very widespread decorative realm of  a particularly enigmatic character, present in most villas, 
whose	comprehension	can	benefit	from	a	more	detailed	historical	reconstruction.
16  For example, much of  the information regarding Villa Grimani Molin that has been published 
to date was actually recovered from a single busta containing private material regarding the Badoer 
family (Archivio di Stato di Venezia [hereafter ASVe], Archivio privato Badoer, b. 2).
17  Giuseppe Pavanello, Vincenzo Mancini, Gli affreschi nelle ville venete: il Seicento, Marsilio, Venezia 
2009, pp. 230-232 (n. 47). The villa was owned by Doge Bertuccio Valier, and later by Doge 
Silvestro Valier and Dogaressa Elisabetta Querini.	It	was	briefly	studied	by	Clauco	Benito	Tiozzo,	
Le	ville	del	Brenta:	da	Lizza	Fusina	alla	città	di	Padova, Cavallino, Venezia 1977, pp. 145-146; Elena 
Bassi, Ville della provincia di Venezia,	Rusconi,	Milano	1987,	pp.	316-318.	The	overlooked	piano 
nobile contains scenes from the life of  Hercules, landscapes, illusionistic architecture and female 
virtues.
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tors. Each villa is a house lived in for generations, which is inevitably subject to con-
tinuous	additions,	modifications	and	maintenance.	The	frescoes	themselves	are	an	
attractive and visually-accessible medium: they are colorful, aesthetically pleasing, 
often positioned at a tangible distance from the viewer. However, their interpreta-
tion requires overcoming preliminary stages that are more elaborate with respect 
to	the	study	of 	an	isolated	work	of 	art,	in	addition	to	the	need	to	make	sense	of 	
the overall meaning of  the subjects depicted throughout the mural surfaces. An 
accurate	and	comprehensive	knowledge	of 	the	architectural,	historical	and	cultural	
background	 is	 therefore	essential,	 and	 in	 its	 absence,	 the	path	 for	obtaining	any	
information about the images can become laborious and discouraging. What then, 
would be the best approach for the analysis of  these fresco cycles? 

Through time, art historians have developed different methods for analyzing 
works	of 	art	and	for	facing	the	problems	of 	dating	and	attribution.	Perhaps	the	
most direct approach consists of  an attentive formalist, stylistic analysis, concen-
trating	on	the	peculiarities	or	the	aesthetic	qualities	of 	the	work	of 	art.	Such	is	the	
approach embodied in Giovanni Morelli’s ‘spies’ paradigm, based upon examin-
ing	 the	most	minor	details	of 	 the	work	of 	art	 to	 identify	 traces	of 	 the	painter’s	
artistic	fingerprints 18.	One	may	also	opt	to	undertake	one	the	more	macroscopic	
established formalist methods, based on observing the forms, their qualities (Ber-
nard Berenson) or the way they were assembled (Roberto Longhi) 19. However, the 
attempt	for	dating	a	work	of 	art	with	stylistic	means	and	no	stable	external	doc-
umentation	 to	 support	 the	visual	 evidence	may	 result	 in	 significant	 inaccuracies.	
Carlo Ginzburg has demonstrated how Longhi’s incorrect dating of  Piero della 
Francesca’s Flagellation was derived from the scholar’s almost exclusive dependence 
on stylistic factors. Such technique may enable to create a chronological sequence 
of  events, but information external to the images themselves is still necessary for 

18  Morelli’s writings on the subject, appearing between the years 1874-1876 under the Russian 
pseudonym Ivan Lermolieff  in the German journal Zeitschrift für bildende Kunst, were gathered in 
the volume Kunstkritische Studien über Italienische Malerei (Studies in critical art on Italian painting), 
published in 1890. For the Morellian method see: Carlo Ginzburg, «Spie. Radici di un paradigma 
indiziario», in Miti, emblemi, spie. Morfologia e storia, Einaudi, Torino, 1986, pp. 158-193; Carlo 
Ginzburg,	Anna	Davin,	 «Morelli,	 Freud	 and	Sherlock	Holmes:	Clues	 and	Scientific	Method»,	
History	Workshop, v. 9 (Spring, 1980), pp. 5-36.
19  See, for example, Roberto Longhi, «Proposte per una critica d’arte», Paragone, v. I (1950), pp. 
5-19; Bernard Berenson, Aesthetics, Ethics and History in the Arts of  Visual Representation, Pantheon, 
New	York	1948.	Later	studies	on	Longhi	and	Berenson’s	methods	are	extensive;	see,	for	example:	
Alessandro Conti, «Roberto Longhi e l’attribuzione», Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa. 
Classe	di	Lettere	e	Filosofia, s. III, v. 10, n. 3 (1980), pp. 1093-1117; Carmela Vargas, «Longhi 1950: 
la buona critica d’arte», Confronto. Studi e ricerche di storia dell’arte europea, v. 8 (2006), pp. 7-47; ead., 
«La	 storia	dell’arte	 come	disciplina	umanistica:	Panofsky,	Longhi,	Berenson»,	Annali Università 
Suor Orsola Benincasa, v. 7 (2010), pp. 209-250; Giacomo A. Calogero, «Piero della Francesca tra 
Bernard Berenson e Roberto Longhi: la nascita di un mito», in Antonio Paolucci et al., Piero della 
Francesca.	Indagine	su	un	mito, Silvana Editoriale, Milano 2016, pp. 37-49.
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obtaining an absolute, non-relative dating hypothesis 20. We must also consider that 
any stylistic analysis is inherently comparative, and that it therefore has considerable 
limits	when	dealing	with	a	work	of 	art	created	by	a	minor	artist,	who	had	produced	
only	few	known	pieces	available	for	identifying	visual	analogies,	if 	any	at	all.	

The case of  Villa Grimani Molin involves even further complications regarding 
our ability to evaluate the integrity of  the forms depicted. Here, even more than in 
similar instances in Veneto villa decoration, the painter seems to have principally 
played	the	role	of 	the	executor	of 	the	pre-defined	iconographic	program.	In	ad-
dition, he had based his forms on models that were either dictated by the patrons 
or derived from a variety of  sources from Emilia and the Veneto that cannot be 
easily	traceable	to	a	single	school	or	workshop.	The	essential	formalist	issues	have	
by no means been disregarded in this research. However, their examination could 
only	take	place	in	a	secondary	phase,	as	an	instrument	assisting	in	discovering	the	
identity	of 	the	painter,	a	task	that	could	only	be	taken	up	once	the	questions	of 	
patronage and dating have been addressed with documentary means.

One could therefore opt for a change in perspective for the study of  this pic-
torial cycle, assuming the typological approach developed by Aby Warburg, that is, 
analyzing the frescoes by confronting them with images depicting similar subjects, 
within a determined social context. Already since his dissertation on Botticelli’s 
Birth of  Venus and Spring, Warburg’s method was characterized by an aspiration 
to	 interpret	 the	work	of 	art	 itself 	as	a	source	for	 the	historical	 reconstruction 21. 
However, attempts to date Villa Grimani Molin’s fresco program by relying on its 
subject-matter have resulted entirely inaccurate: the prominent depiction of  femi-
nine subjects has brought Bottacin to date the cycle to a period directly following 
the death of  Vincenzo Grimani’s	first	wife	and	to	attribute	the	commission	to	the	
mourning husband, but the same choice of  pictorial themes would just as well jus-
tify a commission by a female patron, in any given period of  time 22. It is impor tant 
to	acknowledge	 that	Warburg’s iconological method introduces a non-linear atti-
tude	for	understanding	artistic	phenomena,	one	that	fluctuates	between	«the	evolu-

20  Carlo Ginzburg, Indagini	su	Piero:	il	Battesimo,	il	ciclo	di	Arezzo,	la	Flagellazione	di	Urbino, Einaudi, 
Torino 1994, esp. pp. xx-xxi.
21  Aby Warburg, Sandro	 Botticellis	 ‘Geburt	 der	 Venus’	 und	 ‘Frühling’.	 Eine	 Untersuchung	 über	 die	
Vorstellungen	 von	 der	 Antike	 in	 der	 Italienischen	 Frührenaissance, L. Voss, Hamburg-Leipzig 1893. 
On Warburg’s method see, for example: Gertrud Bing, «A. M. Warburg», Journal	of 	the	Warburg	
and Courtauld Institutes, v. 28 (1965), pp. 299-313; Kurt W. Forster, «Aby Warburg’s History of  
Art: Collective Memory and the Social Mediation of  Images», Daedalus, v. 105 (1976), pp. 169-
176;  Marco Bertozzi, La	tirannia	degli	astri:	Aby	Warburg	e	l’astrologia	di	Palazzo	Schifanoia, Cappelli, 
Bologna 1985; Ernst H. Gombrich, Aby	 Warburg:	 An	 Intellectual	 Biography:	 With	 a	 Memoir	 on	
the	History	 of 	 the	Library	 by	F.	Saxl, Phaidon, London 1986; Andrea Pinotti, Memorie del neutro. 
Morfologia	dell’immagine	in	Aby	Warburg, Mimesis, Milano 2001; Claudia Cieri Via, Micol Forti, Aby 
Warburg	e	la	cultura	italiana:	fra	sopravvivenze	e	prospettive, Mondadori, Milano 2009. 
22  Bottacin, «D’amore, di storia, d’alchimia», pp. 105-107.

Introduction



33

tive-progressive paradigm and the unchronological-typological one» 23. Its indisput-
able quality lies in its concentration on questions of  subject-matter and meaning, 
with	a	firm	examination	of 	the	cultural	ambience	that	stimulated	the	creation	of 	
the	work	of 	art,	rather	than	on	questions	of 	aesthetics,	identity	or	chronology.	In	
fact, Ginzburg	has	examined	the	efficiency	of 	the	iconographic	and	iconological	
research from Warburg, who was essentially more interested in investigating social 
processes,	to	the	more	strictly-iconographic	studies	of 	Erwin	Panofsky, Fritz Saxl 
and Ernst Gombrich. His conclusions demonstrated how an analysis based on visu-
al material almost always requires the support of  external historical information 24. 

While	the	iconological	questions	indeed	regard	the	main	concern	of 	this	book,	
their study was only made possible after establishing an adequate documentary 
foundation	and	reconstruction.	In	fact,	in	recent	decades,	it	has	been	acknowledged	
that	the	examination	of 	the	work	of 	art	alone	is	insufficient,	no	matter	how	meticu-
lous, and art historians have turned the focus to exploring its environmental factors 
such as the social context and the conditions of  production. A range of  proposals 
for a social history of  art and for artistic analyses based on reception theory by the 
likes	of 	Timothy	J.	Clark (regarding modern art), Michael Baxandall (Renaissance 
Florence) and Svetlana Alpers (seventeenth-century Flemish art), have sought to 
examine	the	context	in	which	the	work	of 	art	was	created	and	to	carefully	investi-
gate the relationship it forms with the viewer 25. 

More	specifically,	the	scant	available	documentation	on	Villa	Grimani	Molin	has	
brought	forth	the	necessity	to	insist	upon	this	kind	of 	contextual	reconstruction	
even	further,	a	task	which	required	stepping	out	the	comfort	zone	of 	the	art	histo-
rian. I have thus sought to approach the study in a manner inspired by Ginzburg’s 
exemplary research on Piero della Francesca 26, that is, as a proper historian’s at-
tempt to face up a subject whose analysis has been exhausted by the usual channels 
of  the art historian. The historical approach, or more precisely, the microhistorical 
approach,	seeks	to	obtain	a	precise	definition	of 	the	context	of 	the	relationships	
in which the object of  the study is located and from which it has been generated, 
through the reconstruction of  all its possible documentary series. For this purpose, 

23  Pinotti, Memorie del neutro, p. 174.
24  Carlo Ginzburg, «Da A. Warburg a E. H. Gombrich. Note su un problema di metodo» (Studi 
medievali, s. III, v. VII-2 [1966]), in Miti, emblemi, spie, pp. 29-106.
25	 	A	few	of 	the	principal	works	on	the	subject	include:	Michael	Baxandall,	Painting and Experience 
in	Fifteenth	Century	 Italy:	A	Primer	 in	 the	Social	History	 of 	Pictorial	Style, Oxford University Press, 
London	1972;	Timothy	J.	Clark,	Image of  the People: Gustave Courbet and the 1848 Revolution, Thames 
and Hudson, London 1973; id., The	Absolute	 Bourgeois:	Artists	 and	 Politics	 in	 France:	 1848-1951, 
Thames and Hudson, London 1978; Svetlana Alpers, The Art of  Describing: Dutch Art in the 
Seventeenth Century,	 Penguin	Books,	 London	 1983;	 ead.,	The Making of  Rubens, Yale University 
Press,	New	Haven	1995.	Another	fundamental	book	is	Hans	Belting,	The End of  the History of  
Art?, University of  Chicago Press, Chicago-London 1987.
26  Ginzburg, Indagini su Piero.
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any document, as long as it is properly analyzed, and even the most anomalous, is 
considered worthy of  becoming part of  a series, and thus part of  the overall nar-
ration 27. The application of  microhistory to architectural history owes much to the 
legacy of  Manfredo Tafuri, to his typical and often controversial reassessment of  
architecture through a minute investigation of  the social, cultural, political and reli-
gious relationships of  the protagonists involved in the creation of  the monuments, 
namely the architects and their patrons. I draw special inspiration from Venezia e il 
Rinascimento 28, and I owe a great debt to Tafuri’s joint venture with Antonio Foscari 
on the Venetian church of  San Francesco della Vigna, published in the Microstorie 
series of  Carlo Ginzburg and Giovanni Levi, which actually treats many of  the 
figures	involved	directly	or	indirectly	in	the	construction	of 	both	villas	of 	Fratta	
Polesine 29.

Each and every accessible document regarding Villa Grimani Molin was thus 
evaluated for the purpose of  this research, including information whose relevance 
to the dating and attribution initially may not seem so evident. The documents were 
gathered from a variety of  sources, ranging from the historical cadasters to the 
hydraulic building licenses, from the site’s ecology to its economy, from the study 
of  the patrons to the reconstruction of  their family strategies within a multi-gen-
erational time frame. In practice, this meant dealing with issues such as the history 
of  agriculture, the construction of  water draining canals, dowry management and 
inheritance procedures, and distinguishing between different drawing phases on a 
historical map. 

The microanalytic perspective adopted was not limited to the purely-historical 
reconstruction, but rather, it directly concerned the encompassing study of  the 
fresco program itself. The visual analysis has been sustained by the investigation 
of  the complex and branched system of  the relationships that were involved in the 
design and construction of  the villa. The research has concentrated on the painters 
and	workshops	active	in	the	Veneto	and	in	the	areas	surrounding	Fratta	Polesine,	
and the investigation of  the tastes and visual culture of  the nobility in the mainland 
has enabled to delve straight into the core of  the symbolic meaning of  the images. 

Applying microhistory to the study of  the decorative program of  a Veneto villa 
is	an	attempt	 to	propose	an	alternative	model,	 too	often	overlooked	outside	 the	

27  Carlo Ginzburg, John Tedeschi, Anne C. Tedeschi, «Microhistory: Two or Three Things That 
I Know about It», Critical Inquiry, v. 20, n. 1 (1993), pp. 10-35 (here esp. p. 21).
28  Manfredo Tafuri, Venezia e il Rinascimento, Einaudi, Torino 1985. Gaetano Cozzi has commented 
on	this	book:	«Un	 libro	che	 introduce	pienamente	 l’architettura	e	 l’urbanistica	quale	elemento	
indispensabile per capire una società, e che dimostra come l’architettura e l’urbanistica, allo stesso 
modo che il diritto e l’economia e la religione e la politica, non possono essere comprese che nel 
contesto di quella società che le ha volute e le ha realizzate, che vi ha voluto cioè tradurre certi 
moduli ideali o più, semplicemente e intimamente le proprie mutevoli esigenze di vita» (Gaetano 
Cozzi, «Il volto di Venezia», L’indice dei libri del mese, v. 5 [1986], p. 28).
29  Antonio Foscari, Manfredo Tafuri, L’armonia	e	i	conflitti:	la	chiesa	di	San	Francesco	della	Vigna	nella	
Venezia del ’500, Einaudi, Torino 1983.
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boundaries of  the purely historical discipline, and to provide an additional boost 
for the existing methods and results obtained by the art and architectural histo-
rians. In fact, the research I present maintains an open character. I may not have 
been able to provide a response to all the initial questions about this pictorial cy-
cle, but a better understanding of  its content has been successfully obtained. A 
few important veils have also been removed: the contextual reconstruction has 
enabled	to	draw	some	new	and	significant	conclusions	regarding	the	identities	of 	
the	figures	involved	in	the	villa’s	erection	and	decoration	and	regarding	the	dating	
– information which until this point was entirely obscure. In addition to providing 
the essential foundation for my iconographic analysis of  the frescoes, these dating 
and	attribution	hypotheses	unblock	the	current	state	of 	the	research	and	will	allow	
further studies on the villa’s art and architecture to proceed with more accurate and 
concrete inquiries.

The	profit	from	turning	to	this	method	was	twofold.	On	one	hand,	precious	
information regarding the villa and its patrons has indeed emerged, enabling to pro-
ceed further with this study. On the other hand, the inductive possibilities offered 
by microhistory have proved useful: the encompassing documentary inspection 
centered on this single manufacture has created a wider vision that directly contrib-
utes to our understanding of  the daily routines, culture, economy and politics of  
the patrician society of  late sixteenth-century Venice 30. Studying the frescoes them-
selves with the same approach, they also become visual documents mirroring the 
historical conditions under in which they were created, echoing the methodological 
heritage of  Aby Warburg 31.

The	first	chapter	of 	this	book	recounts	the	path	of 	the	historical	reconstruction	
that has brought to the new dating and attribution proposals. The main protago-
nist	initiating	and	accompanying	the	erection	of 	the	villa	is	identified	as	Vincenzo	
Grimani, a Venetian patrician from the prestigious lineage of  the Grimani family 
of  Santa Maria Formosa. Following an introductive outline of  Vincenzo’s imme-
diate familial relationships, I begin the assessment of  the question of  the dating. 
Virtually all the previous studies have formulated their various hypotheses based 
on the assumption that the villa had been constructed before 1564, relying ex-
clusively on its depiction in a historical map of  hydraulic operations drawn that 
year by the cartographers and engineers Iseppo Pontoni and Francesco Trevisi, 

30  Ginzburg et al., «Microhistory: Two or Three Things», p. 33. As observed by Ginzburg, 
our	ability	 to	 induce	from	the	 individual	case	 to	 the	general	situation	reflects	how	«any	social	
structure is the result of  interaction and of  numerous individual strategies, a fabric that can only 
be reconstituted from close observation» (Ibidem).
31	 	Ginzburg,	«Da	A.	Warburg	a	E.	H.	Gombrich»,	p.	43,	defined	Warburg’s	objective	as	twofold.	
On	one	hand,	he	saw	it	necessary	to	study	the	work	of 	art	in	light	of 	historical	testimonies	of 	any	
kind	and	level	that	can	illuminate	its	meaning;	on	the	other	hand,	the	work	of 	art	itself 	should	be	
interpreted as a unique source for the historical reconstruction.
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preserved in the Venice State Archives 32. However, the recent study of  the original 
map by Simone Guseo has convincingly demonstrated that the villa had been de-
picted on it sometime after the original drawing phase, thus revealing the map to 
be chronologically unreliable 33. With this discovery, a heavy veil had been removed, 
exposing an important methodological problem present in all the previous research 
campaigns: these studies concentrated on the analysis of  documents from the early 
period of  Vincenzo’s presence in Fratta, and on his relationship with the family of  
his	first	wife,	Lucrezia	Loredan, while the content of  later documents was often 
overlooked,	or	evaluated	with	insufficient	attention.	

The current documentary research has therefore set out to identify the main 
construction phases of  the villa and its main patrons, focusing on the sequence of  
events during the second half  of  the sixteenth century and up until 1615, when 
the Molin family owned the entire villa. Assuming the villa could have been built 
later, or even earlier than 1564, the Pontoni-Trevisi map and its related hydraulic 
operations	became	the	first	main	issue	investigated.	This	path	has	led	to	the	careful	
analysis of  newly-discovered archival documents derived, on one hand, from the 
involvement of  the owners of  the villa in the activities of  land reclamation oper-
ations in the area, operations of  predominant hydraulic character. On the other 
hand, I have studied documents derived from the treatment of  questions of  eco-
nomic strategies, including land sales and acquisitions, and especially dowry man-
agement.	It	is	significant	that	the	hydraulic	materials	were	at	least	partially	known	to	
scholars but were discarded as irrelevant to the study of  the villa; the status of  the 
villa as an object of  dowry was also openly described in the available notary docu-
ments that were read and re-read by scholars, but once again, it was not considered 
as relevant. And yet, these documentary series with their newly-emerged informa-
tion	 converged	with	 the	 previously-known	 documentation	 to	 create	 an	 intricate	
and	integrated	chronological	framework,	on	which	the	new	dating	and	attribution	
hypotheses could be accurately positioned. 

As	 for	 the	 architectural	 project,	 significant	 information	has	 emerged	 to	 sup-
port the hypothesis that the villa was an early project of  Palladio’s most immediate 
successor, Vincenzo Scamozzi. Regarding the frescoes, an important distinction 
has been made between the phases of  their planning and execution. Their actual 
depiction has been dated to the penultimate decade of  the sixteenth century and 
assigned to Vincenzo’s eldest daughter Betta Grimani Molin, while the phase of  
their	iconographic	conception,	likely	to	have	occurred	several	years	earlier,	should	
be assigned to Vincenzo, with special regard to his great-uncle, Patriarch Giovanni 
Grimani. With these conclusions in hand, it was now possible to confront the anal-
ysis of  the decorative program.

Four	out	of 	 six	chapters	of 	 this	book	are	dedicated	 to	 the	 interpretation	of 	

32  Iseppo Pontoni, Francesco Trevisi, Map of  the Territory North of  the Canal Bianco, April 21, 1564, 
2610×812 mm. ASVe, Beni Inculti, Padova-Polesine, rotolo 398ter, mazzo 49, disegno 9.
33  See below, chapter 1, note 37, p. 57.
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the	frescoes:	chapters	2,	3	and	4	seek	to	provide	the	most	detailed	analysis	of 	the	
depicted subjects, and chapter 5 comprises an attempt to evaluate the overall weight 
and	significance	of 	these	frescoes	with	respect	to	the	decorative	tradition	of 	the	
Veneto villa. The frescos of  Villa Grimani Molin certainly contain some unique 
characteristics: they rarely display a clear narrative, and even when such narrative 
appears, it is charged with additional layers of  meaning; the allegories, dominated 
by pagan divinities, are inserted within an intricate decorative program that is rich 
in humanist concepts and esoteric implications, in which grotesques perform a 
functional role, rather than decorative. Most importantly, this program is revealed 
as an intriguing example for the Renaissance concept of  invenzione pittorica, in which 
the authors have managed to construct an entirely original iconographic path to be 
carefully followed and deciphered by an exclusive group of  erudite viewers. The 
ideas expressed are more elaborate and innovative compared to most analogous 
decorative	cycles,	and	the	path	undertaken	for	their	interpretation	provides	us	with	
interesting insights on the personal philosophical and religious world-view of  their 
creators, namely the Grimani family members. 

Tafuri has explained how from the early sixteenth century onwards, the Grimani 
were part of  a closed group of  patrician families that emerged as ecclesiastical and 
political mediators between the Serenissima and the Papal Court. This group also 
included the Loredan, Badoer, Barbaro, Pisani, Foscari, Gritti and Giustinian fami-
lies,	who	all	shared	a	general	common	cultural	background	and	similar	political	as-
pirations, following goals aimed at a political renewal of  a ‘Romanist’ and oligarchic 
orientation,	 together	with	projects	of 	 scientific	 and	 intellectual	 renovation.	This	
social class of  the ‘old’ Venetian aristocracy turned towards classical and contem-
porary Rome as an overall source of  inspiration, a dedication that was expressed in 
their study of  the classical texts, in their great passion for collecting classical antiq-
uities and in a desire to imitate Roman art and architecture 34. Considered under this 
lens, the frescoes of  Villa Grimani Molin become true exponents of  a Renaissance 
humanist culture. The iconographic program is highly erudite, carefully planned, 
and often reveals an impressive innovative capacity on behalf  of  its creators. The 
content displayed is in line with some of  the latest humanist discourses on subjects 
such as the connection between the villa and its natural environment, the faith in 
the potency of  human wisdom, and the social role of  the Renaissance nobleman 
and noblewoman. 

However,	more	specific	Neo-Platonist	beliefs	that	often	seem	to	border	with	
heretic thought also emerge from the interpretation of  the visual material. These 
contents	suggest	the	influence	of 	the	cultural	interests	and	relationships	surround-
ing patriarch Giovanni Grimani, of  whom Vincenzo was a close relative and the 

34  Foscari, Tafuri, L’armonia	 e	 i	 conflitti, pp. 134, 142; Tafuri, Venezia e il Rinascimento, pp. 173-
175; Gaetano Cozzi, «La politica culturale della Repubblica di Venezia nell’età di Giovan Battista 
Benedetti», in Antonio Manno (ed.), Cultura, scienze e tecniche nella Venezia del Cinquecento: atti del 
Convegno internazionale di studio Giovan Battista Benedetti e il suo tempo, Istituto Veneto di Scienze 
Lettere ed Arti, Venezia 1987, pp. 10-27 (here p. 14). 
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exclusive heir. Giovanni’s project for the renovation of  the Grimani chapel and the 
church façade of  San Francesco della Vigna in Venice, probably his most precious 
lifetime	project,	reflected	his	appreciation	of 	the	intellectual	mysticism	of 	the	Fran-
ciscan friar and philosopher Francesco Zorzi and contained subtle implications 
regarding	 the	patriarch’s	own	religious	beliefs,	and	regarding	his	 lifetime	conflict	
with the Roman church 35. As we shall later see, echoes of  the very same ideas can 
be recognized in the frescoes of  Villa Grimani Molin, whose peripheral location, in 
the southern margins of  the Serenissima, enabled the representation of  ideas that 
were	less	likely	to	have	been	expressed	in	the	urban	core	of 	the	state.

As a Venetian town where villeggiatura	took	place	in	its	full	form,	Fratta	Polesine	
itself  also provided the members of  the Grimani household with a series of  pre-
cious cultural stimulations and acquaintances that would have found their way into 
the decorative program. The classical vita activa cultural pastime, hunting, which is 
cited in the frescoes, is an activity that held a special place among the Venetian no-
blemen, who frequented their rural villas during summer season for this purpose. 
Hunting	excursions	regularly	took	place	in	the	nearby	lands	of 	the	Ferrara	duchy,	
and	further	connections	with	Ferrarese	nobles	have	also	been	identified	during	the	
study of  the villa’s historical context. Vita contemplativa was extensively practiced in 
Fratta,	especially	thanks	to	the	court	that	gathered	around	the	charismatic	marquise	
Lucrezia Gonzaga,	and	thanks	to	the	activities	and	publications	of 	the	members	of 	
the Accademia dei Pastori	Fratteggiani, founded by Lucrezia’s right-hand man Giovanni 
Maria Bonardo. By the second half  of  the sixteenth century Fratta had acquired the 
status of  a cultural melting pot, where Venetian noblemen met with nobles and in-
tellectuals from Rovigo and Vicenza, who were famous for their promotion of  her-
etic ideas, and with various intellectuals, mystics, magicians and other eccentric and 
intriguing	figures,	who	frequently	attended	the	noble	courts	of 	Ferrara	and	Mantua.	

The birth of  the two Venetian villas in Fratta was the direct product of  the inno-
vative hydraulic initiatives that were conceived for facing the environmental water 
emergencies, in a project launched by Vincenzo Grimani and his brother-and-law, 
Francesco Badoer. From an intellectual perspective, the success in the construction 
of 	 the	Veneto	villa	may	 thus	be	perceived	 as	 a	 reflection	of 	 the	 capacity	of 	 its	
creators	to	understand	and	to	control	the	ongoing	threats	and	disasters	provoked	
by nature, through the aid of  their own intelligent technical innovations. In such a 
challenging	environment,	a	profound	knowledge	of 	nature’s	physical	components	
and	philosophical	properties	was	essential.	This	notion	seems	to	have	filtered	into	
the	decorative	programs	of 	both	villas	and	can	be	often	identified	in	the	frescoes	
of  other analogous rural residents. In Villa Grimani Molin, nature was granted an 

35  For the project of  Giovanni Grimani: Foscari, Tafuri,	L’armonia	e	i	conflitti, chap. II. For the 
detailed	analysis	of 	Zorzi’s	memorandum,	see:	Rudolf 	Wittkower, Architectural Principles in the Age 
of  Humanism,	W.	W.	Norton,	New	York	1967,	pp.	102-107;	On	the	iconographic	interpretation	
of  Giovanni Grimani’s project, see: Joan Mut Arbós, «Contributi per l’interpretazione del ciclo 
pittorico della cappella Grimani a San Francesco della Vigna», Venezia Cinquecento, a. XIX, v. 37 
(2009), pp. 137-202.
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especially privileged position as an encompassing entity that shelters within it an ex-
tremely erudite iconographic program that depicts essential philosophical concepts 
and cultural ideas. The frescoes therefore provide an interesting, exemplary case 
study for the examination of  what we may entitle ‘cosmological representations’ in 
the decorations of  the Veneto villas.

In the Studia humanitatis of  the Renaissance universities, cosmology, or natural 
philosophy,	was	defined	as	the	theoretical	branch	of 	astronomy,	and	was	a	disci-
pline dedicated to the study of  the formation and evolution of  the present uni-
verse. In the early modern period, the study of  astronomy stood at the core of  
the philosophical discourse of  the Western world; its eventual consequence was 
the substitution of  the Aristotelian-Ptolemaic geocentric paradigm with the helio-
centric system. This fundamental shift in cosmological philosophy was a result of  
the	formulation	of 	the	new,	empirical	scientific	method	attributed	to	Galileo that 
marked	the	launch	of 	the	Scientific	Revolution.	The	development	of 	the	new	ap-
proach to science was a gradual process, and the Venetian patrician humanists were 
active	and	influential	participants	in	the	intellectual	cosmological	discourse,	since	
their philosophical views were shaped as the result of  a unique fusion between the 
rigorous Aristotelian tradition of  the universities and the emerging Neo-Platonist 
tendencies. 

To varying degrees, the architecture and decoration of  the Veneto villas often 
present aspects related to the cosmological viewpoints of  their owners. In architec-
ture,	much	of 	this	tradition	may	be	conducted	back	to	Francesco	Zorzi’s	epic	work	
De harmonia mundi totius, in which he had formulated the application of  musical har-
mony and geometrical proportions as means to translate celestial harmony into the 
terrestrial realm of  architecture 36. The façade of  the church of  San Francesco della 
Vigna, renovated by Giovanni Grimani, had been based on the earlier memorial 
of  Zorzi based on the same theories 37.	As	emphasized	by	Rudolf 	Wittkower, the 
representation of  Zorzi’s philosophy in his plans for the vineyard church stimulated 
the interest of  the intellectuals in the application of  cosmological principles to ar-

36  Francesco Zorzi, L’armonia del mondo	(ed.	Saverio	Campanini),	Bompiani,	Milano	2010	(first	
ed. Venezia, 1525). 
37  Regarding the memorial, Deborah Howard has explained: «In revising Sansovino’s design 
for San Francesco, Zorzi aimed to achieve a perfectly harmonious space within the church by 
relating all the dimensions to a basic unit of  three passi. He founded his scheme on the Platonic 
conception of  the number three as a divine number. In Christian theology, too, this number has 
divine	significance	since	it	symbolizes	the	Trinity.	Zorzi proposed that the nave should be nine 
paces wide and twenty-seven paces long, and each of  the side chapels three paces wide. Using 
the humanist analogy with the human body, Zorzi added that the chancel (the head) should be 
narrower than the nave (the body), and therefore suggested dimensions of  nine paces in length 
and	six	paces	in	width	for	the	chancel.	[…]	He	was	also	concerned	with	practical	problems,	and	
his programme anticipated many features of  Counter Reformation church design» (Deborah 
Howard, Jacopo Sansovino: Architecture and Patronage in Renaissance Venice, Yale University Press, New 
Haven-London 1975, pp. 66-67).
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chitectural	planning	and	design,	which	can	be	identified	especially	in	the	Palladian	
villas of  the following decades 38. 

Scholars of  Venetian art history have often attempted to interpret certain fresco 
programs	in	an	astronomical	or	cosmological	iconographic	key.	Visual	descriptions	
of 	cosmology	have	usually	been	identified	in	personifications	of 	pagan	divinities	
as celestial bodies such as planets, constellations and zodiac signs, or as terrestrial 
subjects such as the four elements or the four seasons. Nevertheless, most readings 
tend	to	overlook	the	fact	that	the	study	of 	cosmology	was	meant	to	provide	the	
Renaissance intellectuals with answers to the more practical and fundamental ques-
tions of  humanity. Beyond the purely astronomical context, which concentrated 
on the celestial realm, cosmology, intended as natural philosophy, was a discipline 
preoccupied with the past, present and future, dedicated to explaining the function 
of  the natural environment, how it was generated and how it regenerates, and the 
role of  the human race within the natural scheme. In the case of  Villa Grimani Mo-
lin, as in the case of  other Veneto villas, the urge to represent such ‘cosmological’ 
viewpoints was also a result of  the practical experience of  its owners in controlling 
the natural forces in their own environment. Inspired by the tradition of  the Roman 
villa all’antica, the villa’s decorations portrayed the natural macrocosm, while the villa 
itself, its physical environment and the life within it, were perceived as a microcosm.

The concept of  ‘macrocosm and microcosm’ was recognized as one of  the 
most basic components in classical cosmological thought. Even before Plato, the 
Pre-Socratic	Greek	philosophers	of 	 the	 sixth	 century	BC	developed	 the	 idea	 in	
their quest to explain the origins and creation of  things, and to describe nature 
mathematically. The same patterns of  structure, creation and reproduction were 
recognized in all the levels of  the universe, from the largest scale of  the macro-
cosm: the universe itself, to the smallest scale of  all the elements that are contained 
in it: every living or static physical element, or even metaphysical. This theory was 
discussed and expanded throughout the history of  Western philosophy, and it has 
been expressed in concepts such as the golden mean, the Vitruvian man or the 
ideal	city.	Its	extension	and	application	to	the	field	of 	architecture	was	initiated	by	
the	Florentine	humanists	of 	the	fifteenth	century,	especially	by	Leon	Battista	Al-
berti,	and	further	developed	by	the	likes	of 	Zorzi and Palladio. As in nature, in the 
production of  an architectural masterpiece, divine, geometrical forms and earthly, 
material substances create a new terrestrial composition.

The	visual	representation	of 	cosmology	received	additional	significance	in	the	
case of  the Venetian patricians, of  whom many were involved in political affairs 
and desired to serve their state in an honorable manner. The Venetian aristocracy 
strived to achieve a proper Republican government, a buon governo that was based on 
classical ideals 39.	The	philosophical	affinity	between	cosmology	and	state	politics	is	
deeply rooted in the classical tradition: Plato’s cosmological dialogue Timaeus was 

38  Wittkower,	Architectural Principles, pp. 100-103.
39  Tafuri, Venezia e il Rinascimento, pp. 174-175.

Introduction



41

well	known	and	highly	esteemed	throughout	the	Renaissance	as	the	basis	of 	pla-
tonic cosmology. It was composed as a political metaphor, implying that the secrets 
of  nature’s functionality were the same secrets that lay in the core of  a functioning 
state 40. Cicero’s De re publica	is	another	familiar	text	that	exemplifies	the	affinity	of 	
state and cosmos 41. While the depictions of  grotesques and of  components from 
cosmic diagrams are rather straightforward visual manifestations of  ‘the villa as 
microcosm’, other elaborations, especially those related to the moral metaphor of  
the Theatrum mundi that I later discuss in depth, echo the implications of  the cos-
mological-political metaphor.

In practice, the variation and expansion of  themes related to cosmology in the 
villas	of 	the	Veneto	is	quite	remarkable.	In	interior	villa	decoration,	common	ex-
amples include the representation of  various components of  the Aristotelian-Ptol-
emaic, or the Neo-Platonist systems of  creation (the twelve astrological constel-
lations, the seven planetary divinities, the four elements, the four seasons), and 
related	figures	or	episodes	 from	classical	mythology.	But	above	all,	many	of 	 the	
cosmological references appear in more symbolic, allegorical forms, which were 
typical of  the emblematic culture of  Venetian humanism in the sixteenth centu-
ry,	and	which	reflect	the	contemporary	philosophical	cosmological	discourses	of 	
the Venetian academies. As an extension of  the concept of  ‘macrocosm and mi-
crocosm’, the present world was commonly compared to a theater or a cave, and 
visual allusions to the local environment of  the villa were often made. The ancient 
Roman art of  the grotesque was a valuable instrument for the transmission of  such 
abstract	concepts,	in	addition	to	personifications	of 	pagan	divinities	or	other	visual	
solutions inspired by the Renaissance emblem manuals (Alciato, Cartari, Valeriano) 
and	by	other	contemporary	sourcebooks.	The	iconographic	message	of 	these	alle-
gorical programs usually alluded to the human dimension of  cosmology in a moral 
sense: to the social roles of  the nobleman and noblewoman within the Republic, 
and within the private Venetian household, as producers and nurturers of  a new 

40  Francis MacDonald Cornford, «Introduction», in Plato, Plato’s Cosmology: the Timaeus of  Plato 
translated with a running commentary (ed. commentary Francis MacDonald Cornford), Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, London 1966, pp. 1-8.
41  In the sixth chapter of  his dialog dedicated to Roman politics, Cicero employed a cosmological 
metaphor in The Dream of  Scipio («Somnium Scipionis», De re publica,	6.	9-28),	a	fictional	dream	
vision of  the Roman general Scipio Africanus,	who	finds	himself 	 taken	 to	 the	heavens,	 from	
where	he	looks	down	on	earth	and	on	other	spheres	of 	the	universe.	Cicero himself  had modeled 
the dialogue on a similar idea appearing in Plato’s Republica, «The myth of  Er» (10.614-10.621), 
a dialogue that served a similar purpose of  a cosmological metaphor. The Dream of  Scipio was 
known	through	its	original	source,	but	in	the	Venetian	Renaissance	it	was	most	familiar	through	
a commentary and interpretation of  the text written by the Late Neo-Platonist philosopher 
Macrobius	 (395-423	AD),	 a	work	 assuming	 the	Ptolemaic	 structure	 of 	 the	 universe	 that	was	
highly	influenced	by	the	cosmology	of 	Porphyry	of 	Tyre. See: Ambrosius Theodosius Macrobius, 
Commentary on the Dream of  Scipio	(ed.	William	Harris	Stahl),	Columbia	University	Press,	New	York	
1990.
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virtuous generation.
Chapters 2 to 4, centered on the detailed iconographic study of  the fresco 

program of  Villa Grimani Molin, have been conceived as a gradual, guided path 
through the various visual themes, grouped under the broader perspective of  natu-
ral	philosophy.	Chapter	2	is	concerned	with	the	definition	of 	the	elementary	visual	
language of  cosmology. It begins with an introductive overview of  the depiction 
of  celestial and terrestrial components in the fresco programs of  the Veneto villas, 
with special reference to the program of  Villa Grimani Molin. The second section 
of  the chapter explores the use of  grotesques as an instrument for the visual rep-
resentation of  cosmological concepts. In its third section, I introduce some of  the 
more	specific	visual	references	to	the	local	microcosm	of 	Fratta	Polesine	in	Villa	
Grimani Molin and its neighboring Villa Badoer. 

Chapter 3 is dedicated to the study of  the theatrical nature of  the frescoes 
of  Villa Grimani Molin. The frescoes contain rather clear visual allusions to an 
actual practice of  humanist theater by the members of  the Grimani household, 
but above all, the theatricality is expressed through a conscious reference to the 
humanist cosmological metaphor of  the Theatrum mundi. In the second section of  
the	chapter,	I	demonstrate	how	the	painted	ceiling	of 	the	villa’s	dining	room	evokes	
this metaphor through its easily-recognizable visual source, the ceiling of  the Sala 
dell’Olimpo in Villa Barbaro at Maser. The Fratta depiction should not be consid-
ered	as	its	superficial	copy,	but	rather,	as	an	original	and	erudite	reference	to	the	
Theatrum mundi	within	the	specific	ambience	of 	the	villa	and	its	patronage.	The	third	
section of  the chapter treats the two most conspicuous frescoes in the entire cycle, 
adorning the lateral walls of  the central hallway. Both frescoes, conceived as actual 
theatrical performances, are in fact subtle iconographic compositions, true pictorial 
inventions	that	at	first	sight	seem	to	represent	scenes	from	classical	Roman	history,	
but their cautious inspection reveals that they conceal within them an additional, 
hidden	meaning	in	the	language	of 	classical	Greek	mythology.	

Chapter 4 investigates the allegorical depictions of  cosmological speculations 
about the journey of  the souls in the cosmos beyond the present time and the 
terrestrial	world.	The	first	section	of 	the	chapter	evaluates	the	concept	of 	meta-
morphosis and its interpretation within the private cultural circle associated with 
the Grimani family. I argue that the afterlife awaiting the Venetian Christian noble-
man is perceived in the frescos in a similar manner to its interpretation by some of  
the mystical currents of  the Renaissance, including Francesco Zorzi. While in the 
church of  San Francesco della Vigna similar ideas had been implied with a religious 
visual	language,	in	the	rural	context	of 	the	villa,	the	‘Grimani’	take	on	the	concept	
of  Christian resurrection is embodied in the mythological metamorphoses. Other 
aspects of  the humanist conception of  the afterlife are explored in the second 
section	of 	 the	chapter,	 in	which	 the	small	vestibule	 in	 the	villa’s	ground	floor	 is	
examined	in	relation	to	the	ideas	of 	the	humanist	grotto	and	the	classical	Greek	
atrium. The third section of  the chapter concerns the studiolo, the small room that 
holds	the	key	for	the	interpretation	of 	the	overall	fresco	program.	Here,	I	examine	
the depiction of  mirrors and precious stones that dominate the grotesques, which 
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were believed to possess natural powers enabling to communicate with spirits, forc-
es thought to be activated in a rational manner, through the employment of  intel-
ligence and human technique. I conclude the detailed reading of  the frescoes with 
the	study	of 	the	figure	of 	the	old	sage	holding	a	board	with	a	puzzling	Hebrew	
inscription, located at the physical and conceptual heart of  the fresco cycle. The 
interpretation	of 	the	text	and	the	visual	sources	that	the	figure	alludes	to	redirect	
the focus of  the entire program to the concept of  the metamorphosis and to the 
mystical interpretation of  the Christian resurrection.

The frescoes can be best described as testimonies of  the syncretic attitude of  
their creators, of  their effort to unify multiple world-views into one, universal form 
of  wisdom, or ‘pansophy’: from the pagan religions of  classical antiquity to ancient 
Judaism, from Catholicism to heretic thought, from conventionalism to esoteri-
cism.	Significantly,	in	the	last	decades	of 	the	sixteenth	century,	this	approach,	origi-
nally	identified	with	Venetian	Neo-Platonism,	had	become	a	more	acceptable	com-
ponent	of 	an	overall	humanist	desire	to	obtain	many	forms	of 	knowledge.	In	the	
eve	of 	the	Scientific	Revolution,	the	craving	for	universal	knowledge	was	based	on	
the	idea	that	the	key	to	achieve	full	understanding	resided	in	mastering	man’s	mental	
disciplines, especially in their hitherto unexploited powers, a concept which was 
shared with an occultist view of  the world. At the time, various ‘magical’ doctrines 
such as astrology, geomancy, divinatory arts, physiognomy and alchemy were living 
and	operative	forms	of 	knowledge,	beliefs	that	largely	regarded	the	same	kind	of 	
scientific	research 42. The intellectual diversity embodied within the frescos of  Villa 
Grimani	Molin	privileges	the	choice	of 	scientific	themes	as	a	true	manifestation	of 	
the	new	form	of 	universal	knowledge.

In chapter 6, I abandon the iconological discourse and return to the historical 
contextualization of  the villa, this time, in order to concentrate on the question 
of  the identity of  the painter to whom we may attribute the execution of  the dec-
orative cycle. I begin with a stylistic inspection of  the frescoes, supported by an 
investigation of  the historical data, aimed at dismantling the previous attribution 
hypotheses to Giallo Fiorentino or to an artist more generally pertaining to the ‘Sal-
viati’	circle.	In	the	following	section	I	seek	to	refine	our	definition	of 	the	identity	
through	a	reconstruction	of 	the	painter’s	artistic	profile,	by	means	of 	a	compara-
tive analysis, considering his probable sources of  inspiration, and by identifying his 
stylistic	qualities,	strengths	and	weaknesses.	The	data	collected	 is	analyzed	 in	the	
concluding section of  the chapter in light of  the historical circumstances, resulting 
in	a	hypothesis	for	the	most	likely	candidate	to	be	the	villa’s	fresco	painter.

Adopting the microanalytic perspective may have not enabled to respond to all 
the questions that have been put forward in the initial stage of  this research, but 
there have been some notable achievements. Several important issues have indeed 
received adequate responses, such as the questions of  the dating and patronage of  

42  Robert John Weston Evans, Rudolf  II and his world: a study in intellectual history, 1576-1612, 
Clarendon Press, Oxford 1973, p. 252; Cesare Vasoli, Profezia e ragione: studi sulla cultura del 
Cinquecento e del Seicento, Morano, Napoli 1974, pp. 447-448.
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the frescoes, and other issues have been more accurately explained, for example, 
providing	additional	support	for	the	identity	of 	the	architect,	and	defining	the	ar-
tistic	and	cultural	profile	of 	the	painter.	It	is	only	thanks	to	these	conclusions	that	
it has been possible to produce an iconographic study that deals extensively and 
thoroughly	with	the	significance	of 	this	intriguing	fresco	program.	
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