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 Preface 

  Rejoice, Ladies of the Assicurate, that through a pastime you can make war on time, and 
through play you can acquire immortality. With the spirited fearlessness of your wits 
this evening you can open up for yourselves a passage to glory. Do not be frightened of 
the heroic majesty that . . . will give you courage to make public those virtues that until 
now you have kept hidden under the silence of a rigorous modesty. 

(BCI, C.VIII.26, fol. 58r) 

 So was recorded the speech of a Sienese woman to her colleagues in the 
all-female Academy of the Assicurate (the Assured) during a spirited 
parlour game in 1664. Parlour games involving both men and women 
emerged as a distinctive institution and literary genre in Italian Renais-
sance culture. Especially when moving beyond the confi nes of the court, 
such revels constituted a new social space. Somewhere between the 
fully public male contests (e.g., tournaments) and fully private games 
in women’s quarters, parlour games – occurring in the public room of 
the private home among mixed company – comprised a playing and 
viewing public that aff orded a novel venue for discourse on a variety 
of literary, social, and political issues. They also refl ected a new cul-
tural zone somewhere between learned and popular culture – whether 
“lowering” learned thought to a vernacular idiom or “elevating” oral 
culture (such as proverbs) to the realm of intellectual debate. What do 
these games tell us about the interactions of men and women? What do 
the structure and content of the games reveal about the intellectual and 
cultural life of polite, festive society? How do these games both refl ect 
social realities in some ways and challenge them in others? Operating 
in a temporary world on the margins of traditional hierarchies, such 
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ludic encounters fall into that category Victor Turner defi nes as the 
“liminoid,” capable of posing alternative social models. In this sense, 
parlour games are a window onto a neglected dimension of social ex-
perience and experimentation. In particular, my focus will be on pa-
trician women, who were oft en the overseers of night-time revels and 
who, for once, were able to engage men competitively on a somewhat 
equal footing and aspire to open their own “passage to glory.” The pur-
pose of this study is to show that beneath the frivolous exterior of such 
games – as occasions for idle banter, fl irting, and seduction – there oft en 
lay a lively contest for power and agency, and the opportunity for con-
ventional women to demonstrate their intellect and talent, to achieve 
a public identity, to engage the  querelle des femmes , and even to model 
new behaviour and institutions in the non-ludic world. 

 In presenting such an opportunity, the parlour game broadened the 
social base of women aff orded the chance for intellectual engagement 
and cultural performance. As Frances Yates, Diana Robin, Carolyn Lou-
gee, and Julie Campbell have shown, emerging salons and academies 
in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Italy, France, and England in-
cluded some women, but such participants were generally limited to 
a courtly or noble elite or to the exceptional literary fi gure. Moreover, 
because Italian salons at times featured or promoted courtesans such as 
Tullia d’Aragona or Veronica Franco, female eloquence could, as Mar-
garet Rosenthal has argued, be associated with promiscuity. The par-
lour game, by contrast, allowed – practically commanded – respectable 
women to speak up. And it did so in a manner paralleling the rise of fe-
male actresses such as Isabella Andreini in the  commedia dell’arte  compa-
nies beginning in mid-sixteenth-century Italy. A Sienese parlour game 
called the Comedy mirrored the performative structure of such com-
edies; in fact, the contest or  agon  that animated parlour games even has 
some counterpart in the singing contests between these professional 
actresses, which Anne MacNeil describes. The other opportunity for 
female performance was to be found in the convents, as Elissa Weaver 
has shown in her study of convent theatre in Venice and Colleen Rear-
don in her treatment of convent music in Siena. The women of the 
Italian  giuochi di spirito  (witt y games), however, were largely a class of 
participants distinct from these groups. They were not necessarily roy-
alty or nobility, not necessarily courtesans, not professional actresses, 
not nuns, but simply the wives and daughters of the urban patriciate. 
In this sense, these festivities off ered a voice to the traditional, the un-
exceptional: to matrons of the home and to daughters coming out into 
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society. It is this heretofore silent and invisible group that our study 
wants to hear and see. 

 The game dynamic was, moreover, one that interested writers in 
broad, experimental social terms. Whether in treatises on card games, 
chess, or parlour games, one area of their theoretical concern involved 
the sexual rules of play. Should men lose to women out of courtesy? 
Are games simply surrogates for the metaphorical game of courtship? 
Should women be shy or assertive in game playing? Do women want 
truly to compete with men? Part of my study will explore this larger 
discourse on gender politics and consider its relevance to general views 
of female agency. In two versions of his treatise on games, Torquato 
Tasso, imprisoned in Ferrara, presented a powerful case for the asser-
tive female player in the card game primiera – and likely did so with an 
eye towards eliciting female help in the “real” world of his embatt led 
circumstances. A similar plea for authentic competition came in the 
voice of a female interlocutor in a Mantuan game book writt en by As-
canio de’ Mori. As in the case of Mori’s treatise, my chief focus will be 
on descriptive and prescriptive collections of games of wit and intellect, 
and literary simulations of such games, for these off ered the opportu-
nity for women to “far pompa dello spirito” (to make a show of their 
wit). Such treatises – including those by Innocenzio Ringhieri in Bolo-
gna, Girolomo Bargagli in Siena, Bartolomeo Arnigio in Brescia, and 
Stefano Guazzo in Casale Monferrato – reveal that another prominent 
debate revolved around larger moral and cultural function of games: 
are they meant to elevate or to divert? To control or to liberate? 

 Although my study will treat the literature of games emanating from 
various parts of Italy – including Florence, Rome, Urbino, Bologna, 
Brescia, Casale Monferrato, Ferrara, Mantua, Venice, and Padua – my 
principal focus will be on Siena. Here emerged the most vibrant tradi-
tion of “giuochi di spirito,” one that eventually became a central theme 
in Sienese cultural identity and a source of Sienese fame throughout 
Italy and even abroad. This tradition was spawned by the new academy 
culture emerging in the second quarter of the sixteenth century. The 
Academy of the Intronati (the Stunned) arose in reaction to the chaos 
of the Italian Wars as an overtly non-political literary society aimed at 
cultural restoration and escapist diversion. The entertainment and pro-
motion of women was a pivotal part of the Intronati’s cultural agenda. 
Not only did the academy collectively pitch its literary and theatrical 
productions to women, but individual members, such as Alessandro 
Piccolomini, became spokesmen for female dignity and champions of 
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certain local Sienese women. Quite possibly the general turn to women 
can be seen as part of the Sienese retreat from traditional political con-
cerns – which itself may have been intensifi ed by its increasing domina-
tion by Florence, a process capped by the siege and fall of Siena in the 
mid-1550s. Thus, just as in an earlier time Siena played “Ghibelline” 
to Florence’s “Guelph,” so in the sixteenth century it once again as-
sumed an almost antithetical identity to its powerful neighbour – this 
time playing the role of apolitical, ludic, “feminized” state to Florence’s 
aggressive, powerful, ducal state. 

 Whatever the reason, the Intronati and numerous other academies 
of the Sienese elite directed their att ention to women, and not just in 
an amatory way. As the principal literary spokesmen of the parlour 
games of the Intronati, Girolamo and Scipione Bargagli emphasized the 
importance of women assertively engaging in these games, which of-
fered them an opportunity for public fame denied them in other areas. 
The Bargagli brothers’ game books present theoretical statements on 
the purpose and structure of parlour games as well as, in Girolamo’s 
case, descriptions of games that had been played and, in Scipione’s 
case, fi ctive simulations of games as they could have been played. Writ-
ten in the 1560s, both books came in the aft ermath of the fall of Siena; 
in fact, Scipione’s book is explicitly set during the siege, a crisis that 
prompted the leadership of three women who, under banners with 
their individual insignias, led a force of three thousand women to aid 
in the fortifi cation of the city. This famous incident became the stuff  of 
legend in subsequent centuries, and the early eighteenth-century In-
tronati writer Girolamo Gigli pressed the case that the military agency 
of these women was linked to their ludic agency in the parlour games. 

 But the military role of Sienese women is only the most dramatic pos-
sible example of the ludic nudge to public agency and visibility, as the 
games also off ered opportunities for women publicly to present poetry, 
to lecture and debate, and to receive (and sometime devise) public per-
sonas through fortunes, emblems, insignias, nicknames, and mott oes. 
When the Florentine state shut down the Intronati and other Sienese 
academies in 1568, new groups arose, such as the Ferraiuoli and the 
Travagliati, which continued the Intronati tradition, making compila-
tions of female medallions and fortunes that were in eff ect public state-
ments of female identity and potential. This in turn led to the entrée 
of women into the world of the Renaissance emblem, which could be 
an important vehicle for women’s public fame and self-expression. By 
the mid-seventeenth century the Sienese games produced their most 
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tangible institutional result, the creation of Italy’s fi rst all-female acad-
emy. The Academy of the Assicurate, which fl ourished from 1654 to 
1704, was created out of an Intronati parlour game in which the “rule” 
of the “Kingdom of Love” was transferred from men to women. Like the 
male academies, this new female academy inducted individuals who, 
proving themselves deserving through some demonstration of talent or 
cleverness, were assigned appropriate nicknames, emblems, and mot-
toes. Aside from brief records of their events and membership, there is 
to be found in Siena’s Biblioteca Comunale a compilation containing 
lengthy accounts of several of the parlour games played by members of 
the Assicurate and Intronati. Writt en in various hands, these accounts 
are an invaluable and rare source preserving oral culture, as they off er 
us an almost reportorial account of the exchanges between men and 
women at these games. 

 The swan song of the Assicurate came in a game of 1704, which actu-
ally resulted in a brief publication under the name of their academy. In 
the following years the leading fi gure of the Intronati, Girolamo Gigli, 
lamented the decline of the Assicurate and urged its revival, in part 
for the benefi t of his daughter. In various published and unpublished 
works, Gigli celebrated the history (and mythology) of the Sienese 
games and women. In 1719 he published a work in which he envisioned 
a dramatic expansion of the universe of Assicurate to include notable 
women throughout Italy, whom he immortalized in a catalogue of 219 
members identifi ed by fl att ering nicknames, devices, and mott oes. The 
legacy of the Assicurate endured somewhat, as at least two of its mem-
bers would be enrolled in the Roman Academy of the Arcadi, which 
published their poetry in its multi-volume anthology of 1716–20. This 
same academy also held Olympic (parlour) Games in Rome, one of 
whose participants was the improvisational poetess Maria Maddalena 
Morelli of Pistoia, who became the model for the novel  Corinne  (1807) 
by France’s most famous  salonnière , Madame de Staël. 

 A few words on method and terminology. While historical in its pur-
pose and focus, this study seeks to join historical and literary analysis 
in one particular way. In essence, the book will deal with the triangu-
lation of three realms: the actual lives of women in their world; their 
ludic lives in this liminoid realm of the parlour game; and the writings 
concerning these games and their female dimension. This last realm 
– the literary one that connects the “real” world and the game world 
– sometimes has a function that is not simply descriptive or imaginary 
but also prescriptive, even at times functioning as a form of rhetorical 
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advocacy to embolden both the ludic and real agency of women. These 
literary accounts thus need to be read not only for the reality they pur-
port to record or the fi ctional worlds they create but also for their rhe-
torical subtexts in regard to female autonomy. The interaction between 
this literary realm and the world of play and reality constitutes what I 
call a “ludic triangle,” which represents an unexplored model of social 
change and cultural innovation. 

 As for my use of the term “feminism,” for me as for others writing 
of this period this is largely by way of default. Certainly, I do not in-
tend by its use to transpose the feminist sensibilities of the modern era 
back onto the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I use the term as 
an antonym to “patriarchy” (male control of government, society, and 
family) to indicate a sentiment favouring greater female voice, equal-
ity, and autonomy. As the title of Torquato Tasso’s  Discorso delle virtù 
feminile e donnesca  suggests, Renaissance writers themselves struggled 
to fi nd the proper language to describe the domain of female virtue and 
character. Nor does my study intend to credit men with too much em-
pathy or women with too much power. To be sure, some men doubtless 
sang the praises of women for amatory reasons, and some men were 
condescending in coaching women to be more assertive and cerebral. 
And yet, some of these same men were also truly invested in facilitating 
the emergence of women from an exclusively private sphere into the 
public domain. As we shall see, this is evident not only in the parlour 
game literature per se, but also in other genres of history, biography, 
moral philosophy, and funeral orations, in which Sienese men defi ned 
and praised female virtue. In this regard, I hope that my study comple-
ments the work of Diana Robin, Meredith Ray, and Lynn Lara Westwa-
ter on the cooperation of men and women in the publishing of female 
authors in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

 Finally, why “Renaissance” in the title? I could as well have chosen 
“early modern,” as the book’s boundaries run from the mid-fourteenth 
century (Boccaccio) to the early eighteenth. To some, the term “Renais-
sance” connotes a backward-looking, elite, Latin culture; and “early 
modern” a forward-looking, more inclusive culture and society. This 
study in part touches on the transition between these worlds, especially 
since parlour games at times translated classical culture to a more ac-
cessible vernacular plane. But I chose “Renaissance” in part because 
I want to provide another response to Joan Kelly’s famous question, 
“Did Women Have a Renaissance?” As Margaret King has shown, vari-
ous answers to this question have been given in terms of social and 
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economic history, spiritual life, and humanist and literary pursuits. In 
the case of the last area, the series of texts of female writers that she and 
Albert Rabil have issued over the past twenty years (The Other Voice 
in Early Modern Europe) has certainly affi  rmed the literary gains made 
by women in this period – as have the studies of Virginia Cox, Janet 
Smarr, and Sarah Gwyneth Ross – but the realm of play and oral cul-
ture has not been fully explored. What this study will show is that the 
fl owering of games promoted a cultural renewal for a certain class of 
women in several ways. First, the ludic world off ered them opportuni-
ties to perform in an intellectual sett ing in which both classical themes 
and contemporary popular culture could be debated and contested. 
Second, it gave them an arena for fame, as originality and cleverness in 
such sett ings became a theme of praise. Third, in Siena it led to the in-
stitutionalization of cultural activities in the creation of a female acad-
emy, which, if not as fully autonomous as the male academies of the 
period, certainly mirrored their cultural practices. The visibility of this 
female “Renaissance” is att ested to by the sixteenth-, seventeenth-, and 
eighteenth-century histories and biographies that trumpet this fame of 
Sienese women and their game playing as a signal feature of Sienese 
glory. Indeed, these games and their legacy represent an underexam-
ined link between the archetypes of the idealized, “beloved” woman of 
medieval court culture and the actualized, intellectual woman of early 
modern salon culture. 

 As for technical matt ers, for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
I have converted all dates in Siena from “old style” to “new style,” but 
for dates in the fi rst half of the eighteenth century (when the conver-
sion is in transition) I will use the customary slash (e.g., “1721/2”) when 
dates fall between January 1 and March 25. As for the surnames of 
women, which during the period would oft en take the feminine form 
(as in “Laudomia Forteguerra”), I will use the patronymic (“Forteg-
uerri”) except in quotations, as this conforms to modern citation style. 
Portions of chapter 1 appeared in  Renaissance Quarterly  61 (2008) as 
“Women and the Politics of Play in Sixteenth-Century Italy: Torquato 
Tasso’s Theory of Games.” Finally, all translations are my own, unless 
otherwise noted. 

 I am grateful to the staff s of many libraries, most especially Dott . 
Rosanna De Benedictis and Dott . Pepi Renzo of the Biblioteca Comu-
nale degli Intronati in Siena. I also wish to thank in Siena the Biblioteca 
of the Università per Stranieri and the Archivio di Stato; in Florence, 
the Biblioteca Nazionale and the Biblioteca Medicea-Laurenziana; in 
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Venice, the Biblioteca del Museo Correr; in the United States, Sterling 
Memorial Library at Yale, Memorial Library at the University of Wis-
consin, the John J. Burns Library of Rare Books and Special Collections 
at Boston College (holder of the only copy in the States of Ott onelli’s 
massive 1646  Pericolosa conversatione con le donne , which they digitized 
and provided free to me, courtesy of Robert O'Neill), and the Interli-
brary Loan staff  of Gorgas Library at the University of Alabama. For 
research support, I am grateful to the Bankhead Fund of the Depart-
ment of History of the University of Alabama. For thoughtful criticisms 
and helpful suggestions I am indebted to the anonymous readers for 
the University of Toronto Press – and I thank others at the press, es-
pecially Suzanne Rancourt, who helped bring the book to life, and to 
Charles Stuart, who rescued the text from many infelicities. My chil-
dren Rosie and David became adults during the writing of the book. 
Even aft er leaving home – yes, they really left  – they continued to ask 
of my “progress” with utmost tact and discretion. My greatest debt is 
to my wife, Jennifer, who is an astute and tireless (!) critic in matt ers of 
both substance and style. Her suggestions have been invaluable. Born 
a bit earlier, she would no doubt have been the Principessa of the As-
sicurate. To her I lovingly dedicate this book. 
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 1 The Renaissance Theory of Play 

 Rabelais would lead us to believe that the sixteenth-century appetite 
for games could match a giant’s boundless capacity for food, as his 
Gargantua played over two hundred games in one sitt ing. Certainly, 
this gargantuan list bespeaks the considerable presence of play in Eu-
ropean popular culture in the sixteenth century.  1   Cinquecento Italy’s 
distinction in this realm lay not in its inheritance of such a rich tra-
dition of games, but rather in its pioneering articulation of a cultural 
theory of games. This century had seen the growth of game culture 
and game analysis in various sett ings: from the verse treatment of chess 
in Girolamo Vida’s  Scacchia ludus  (1527), to Aretino’s dialogue  Le carte 
parlanti  (1543), to Antonio Scaino’s treatise on tennis in his  Tratt ato del 
giuoco della palla  (1555), to the parlour-game books of Innocenzio Rin-
ghieri (1551) and Girolamo and Scipione Bargagli (1572, 1587), and fi -
nally to a general theory of play in Torquato Tasso’s  Gonzaga secondo 
overo del giuoco  (Second Gonzaga or on games) (1582). No longer were 
comments on games submerged in larger encyclopedic or geographical 
works, but there arose a discrete literature defending the utility of play 
and contextualizing its cultural and social meanings.  2   This chapter will 
consider the Renaissance theory of play with a particular eye to issues 
of gender and the emergence of parlour games. 

 In his popular  La Piazza universale di tutt e le professioni del mondo  
(1585), Tomaso Garzoni included a chapter entitled “Game Players” 
among his comprehensive catalogue of vocations and avocations. Sur-
veying ancient public games, chess, cards, dice, all manner of contem-
porary children’s games, tavern games, and the recent appearance of 
tarot cards and parlour games, he opens his chapter with a defi nition of 
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a game from Tasso’s recent  Gonzaga secondo overo del giuoco .  3   It is reveal-
ing that Garzoni, who oft en traced out the classical roots in the defi ni-
tion of human pursuits, turns to a contemporary source in this case. 
For all of its specifi c traditions and descriptions of games, the Graeco-
Roman world off ered no theoretical treatment of generic play. Renais-
sance Italy did, and one signifi cant dimension of sixteenth-century 
game literature was its transformation from a predominantly ironic 
or burlesque treatment of play to an authentic, serious analysis. Three 
works dealing with card games illustrate the point. 

 In 1526 Francesco Berni – whose burlesque works included praises 
of the urinal, eels, and thistles – composed a  Capitolo  and  Commento del 
gioco della primiera , a poem on the card game primiera and a gloss on 
the poem in the style a humanist might give to a work of Virgil. He of-
fers detailed etymologies of vernacular proverbs and expressions used 
in card games, and shows primiera’s capacity to mirror theological and 
cardinal virtues, to pique all the passions, and to test character.  4   Berni's 
fulsome fl att ery of cards undoubtedly infl uenced Aretino’s lengthy dia-
logue, the  Carte parlanti , in which Cards persuade a card maker of the 
nobility of his vocation. The conversation combines absurd and ironic 
praises (of the player who is as zealous as a religious hermit) with more 
serious encomia of the “liberal” player who conforms to the laws of play 
and shows moderation and “true constancy” in the face of both win-
ning and losing. In naming examples of many impressive card players, 
such as the dedicatee Ferrante Sanseverino, Aretino moved beyond the 
exclusively ironic and showed that such a popular pastime could truly 
be a mirror of character, a test of skill, and an arena for fame. In fact, 
he contrasts the honesty and clarity of cards – where a seven is a seven 
and an ace an ace – with the hypocrisy and ruses of the lawyers and 
doctors and the false fl att ery meted out by writers.  5   Much of what was 
animating Berni and Aretino was a hostility towards the pretentions of 
high-humanist learning and establishment culture. Their promotion of 
game culture was partly a plea for the recognition of a more inclusive 
and universal realm of popular experience. But by the last quarter of 
the sixteenth century, the irony has fallen away, and in Tasso’s  Gonzaga 
secondo  the analysis of primiera – and all games – is wholly serious, as 
Tasso att empts to reform the rules of play among the well-born. 

 Tasso’s Theory of Games 

 Tasso’s theory of play, which he develops over the course of two trea-
tises, warrants close att ention for several reasons. Not only is it a 
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serious (rather than a burlesque) analysis of primiera, but also it repre-
sents the most ambitious theoretical att empt in the Cinquecento to de-
velop a theory that embraces all types of games. Most importantly, the 
story behind Tasso’s writing of his two game books is emblematic of 
the ties between female play and female agency. Tasso’s fi rst treatment 
of games appeared in a short treatise entitled  Il Romeo overo del giuoco , 
published in 1581.  6   This dialogue is set at the Este court at Ferrara dur-
ing Carnival of 1579 at the occasion of Alfonso II’s marriage to Margher-
ita Gonzaga. At the festivities, according to the treatise’s framework, 
the Ferrarese courtier Count Annibale Romei had discussed games be-
fore the dignitaries at court, and one auditor, Annibale Pocaterra, later 
reported the conversation to an unidentifi ed Margherita while she 
watched her husband play the card game primiera. Their conversation, 
thus purporting to convey aspects of Romei’s discourse, ranges over 
many issues such as the types of games (those, like dice, in which luck 
is dominant, and those, like chess, in which skill prevails); the venues 
of games (fully public spectacles, fully private games in women’s quar-
ters, and the middle realm of polite play usually occurring in the home 
and yet sometimes in public);  7   the goals of games (victory yielding a 
reward, an imitation of events in the real world); the role of Fortune in 
play; and the delight derived from games.  8   

 This broad outline of the theory of play was rather brief, and Tasso 
soon revisited the topic, greatly expanding the  Romeo  in the  Gonzaga sec-
ondo , published the following year in 1582. Though framed in the same 
context of Romei’s Carnival discussion of games, this version adds a 
third interlocutor, Giulio Cesare Gonzaga (namesake of the treatise), 
who joins Pocaterra and Margherita, now fully identifi ed as Margher-
ita Bentivoglio (daughter of Alfonso’s military commander, Cornelio 
Bentivoglio). This longer dialogue broadens and deepens the earlier 
treatment in several ways:  9   for one, it delves more deeply into the psy-
chology and moral philosophy of play. Explaining that recreation is a 
necessary relief from the rigours of both the active and the contempla-
tive life, Tasso explains that a  tratt enimento  is literally a diversion that “ci 
tratt iene da l’operazione,” (“draws us away from work”) returning us 
to our tasks more willingly.  10   Moreover, in discussing the archetypes of 
players, he treats in considerable detail not only the “avaricious player” 
and the “liberal player” (types adumbrated in the  Romeo ) but also the 
typical player (refl ective of “the greater part of players”) who, far from 
the liberal player’s Stoic detachment from the vicissitudes of the game, 
allows himself be engulfed in the  hope  and  delight  of gain and the  doubt  
and  fear  of loss. This wallowing in the  pathoi  resulting from the game’s 
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fortune is in fact what allows the time of  ozio  magically to pass.  11   This 
embrace of psychological chaos shows how far distant the escapism of 
Cinquecento game culture was from the moralism of, for instance, Pe-
trarch, who envisioned a Stoic sage rising above  both kinds of fortune  and 
who was generally sceptical of play.  12   

 In both treatises, Tasso discusses the proper goals of men when play-
ing with women.  13   Of particular interest are the changes between the 
fi rst and second treatises in regard to this question of the gender pol-
itics of play. In the  Romeo , when Pocaterra suggests that one should 
not play for monetary gain but for the honour of winning, Margherita 
counters that if it is not honourable to take money from friends, it like-
wise would not be honourable to feel superior to them. To this Poca-
terra answers that the honour of victory is indeed appropriate when 
men are playing with men, but might be ill-advised or disadvantageous 
when playing with women: “He with whom you might play, gracious 
Lady, would be able rightfully to place the victory in losing and art-
fully allowing [you] to win, as do some courteous men, who playing 
with women allow [them] to win on purpose … But as it is politeness 
and courtesy to allow women to win, so it would be foolish for him to 
willingly allow men to win, because everyone ought to strive to be su-
perior to others in things honest and praiseworthy, but victory is the 
most honest and most praiseworthy.”  14   Margherita objects that such be-
haviour, which “by you is called politeness and courtesy, by me is con-
sidered deceit and artifi ce, because as you said a litt le before, they do 
not allow [women] to win except in order to win” (i.e., in some other 
amatory way).  15   Pocaterra acknowledges that some might do this “out 
of love or some other motive, but many do it simply for politeness.”  16   

 Margherita then bores in and explicitly confronts this social nicety, 
arguing that it is considered good manners to lose to women because 
true victory comes only in a true contest, and women cannot compete 
with men in fortune or skill. Pocaterra denies that a woman such as 
Margherita cannot compete in skill, but does acknowledge that she 
cannot compete in Fortune with men (presumably meaning, in the cir-
cumstances of life). Margherita asks why Fortuna, though female and a 
goddess, does not favour women over men, and then off ers the remark-
ably blunt statement that such fortune is a fi ction: “But perhaps this 
name Fortune is a vain one, to which nothing corresponds; whence, if 
we [women] cede to Fortune, this happens because we cede by force, 
although we are equal in ability; and  the violence of men is the maker of 
this Fortune, which, even if it is anything (which I doubt), is nothing other 
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than the result of their tyranny .”  17   Female subordination is not simply 
fortuitous or circumstantial; it is premeditated and imposed by men. 
But if women lose in the fortunes of life, they do, Pocaterra affi  rms, 
seem to win in the fortunes of love. That is, to Margherita’s assertion 
that “the violence of men is the maker of [female] fortune,” he counters 
that “the beauty of women would be the maker of the fortune of men, 
because if fortune has force in anything, it has it in the game and in 
love.”  18   In explaining women’s advantage in the fortunes of love, Poca-
terra argues that, as men rule in the marital world, women rule in the 
amatory realm: “In the Kingdom of Love, female fortune rules, because 
the woman, to the degree she is loved, is always superior to the lover, 
although to the degree she is wife, she is inferior to the husband.”  19   
When Margherita asks him to reconcile the contradiction between his 
contentions that women are inferior in fortune but superior in the for-
tune of love, Pocaterra fl atly states his position: “In all the other offi  ces 
of life they [women] are born inferior to men; only love is perhaps that 
which, equalizing their inequality, renders women equal to men.”  20   In 
Margherita’s resentment and in Pocaterra’s condescension, these two 
interlocutors speak harsh truths about female subordination in the real 
world and women’s temporary and contrived superiority in the arti-
fi cial world of love and polite play. Moreover, the  Romeo , by largely 
linking game culture with amatory culture, depicts the game as just a 
component of the duplicitous ritual of male seduction and conquest.  21   

 By the time Tasso wrote the  Gonzaga secondo  (prior to Margherita 
Bentivoglio’s death in September of 1581),  22   the tone had changed sig-
nifi cantly. At fi rst glance, the prominence of women seems diminished, 
as Margherita, one of two interlocutors in the  Romeo , is now merely one 
of three, her role eclipsed by the conversation between Pocaterra and 
Gonzaga. But there are other notable diff erences. The revised treatise 
excises some of the  Romeo ’s harsh and belaboured comments on the 
sexist conventions of society. Margherita’s complaint that men inten-
tionally lose to women remains, but her remark on men’s violent mis-
treatment of women is gone, as is Pocaterra’s “consolation” that women 
do rule in the realm of love and his assertions of female inequality in the 
larger scheme of life. Soft ening the indictment of “male tyranny” found 
in the  Romeo , this version recasts the discussion of how women fare in 
the realms of  fortuna  and  ingegno . Gonzaga here says to Margherita, 
“it seems to me that more readily you [women] ought to cede to men 
in  fortune  than in  intelligence , since by the former there is not granted 
to you many opportunities to demonstrate the latt er.”  23   Perhaps games 
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represent a promising arena for women to test their intellectual met-
tle. Tasso never explicitly states this argument, but it might underlie 
the other major – and most important – change in the  Gonzaga secondo , 
which concerns Margherita’s particular interests in the discussion of 
play. At the start of the dialogue, when Gonzaga lays out various ab-
stract questions on the nature and history of games, Margherita says 
that she had envisioned these same topics, but that he has left  out one 
area that she also wants treated: namely, “ how one who wants to win 
ought to play .”  24   And, appropriately, Margherita now comes to be seen 
by her male interlocutors as a player in pursuit of true victory, as Gon-
zaga comments, “I would well wish, if in any mode it would be pos-
sible, that we teach Lady Margherita to win, as she desires.”  25   In fact, 
the last portion of the treatise is cast as a discussion of how – in the face 
of the uncertainties of Fortune in a game such as primiera – Margherita 
can be taught to achieve true victory by making strategic (and even “in-
sidious”) pacts ( accordi ) and agreeing to proper divisions of the stakes.  26   
The implication of this becomes clear towards the end of the dialogue, 
where Pocaterra (so condescending towards women in the  Romeo ) now 
advises that, when splitt ing the pot towards the end of a game, the 
same divisions (true “arithmetic” ones, not “geometric” ones) should 
be used when playing with a woman as when playing with a merchant 
– without respect to the “quality of persons.”  27 This prompts Gonzaga’s 
objection that “then your player, Signor Annibale, would be litt le cour-
teous, and litt le worthy of playing with genteel women.”  28   Nonethe-
less, the dialogue ends with Margherita’s inviting Pocaterra to further 
explain his theory about mathematical odds. 

 Not only is Margherita now more equal  Giocatrice  than unequal 
 Amata , but she is generally depicted as wilier, more determined, and 
more forceful in the treatise. At the start of the dialogue, Tasso inserts 
an exchange in which Pocaterra praises Margherita in such a way that 
implies that she is as adept in the art of the game as Hannibal was in the 
art of war.  29   Most signifi cantly, in the discussion concerning women’s 
capacity to contend with men in skill or Fortune, Margherita defl ects 
a compliment about her own qualities and cites several outstanding 
women of the day – Claudia Rangone, Barbara Sanseverino, Fulvia da 
Correggio, Felice della Rovere, and the Duchess of Ferrara herself (Mar-
gherita Gonzaga) – who have proven their capacity for  ingegno .  30   In the 
 Romeo , the fi rst four of these women are not named, and instead Poca-
terra (and not Margherita) simply refers generically to the women at 
the Este court, who had been routinely named and praised at the start 
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of the treatise; thus the insertion of these particular women (named by 
Margherita) in the later version is signifi cant. And even though Tasso 
took out the harsh complaint from the  Romeo  that female fortune is re-
ally just violence done to women by men, Margherita’s reference to 
these women provides a meaningful subtext concerning women who 
did forcefully challenge “male tyranny.” 

 It is surely no coincidence that some of these women had lived lives 
of unusual independence and even defi ance in the face of male control. 
Claudia Rangone, long unhappy in her marriage to Giberto da Correg-
gio (who castigated her as a woman of “indomitable mind” ( cervello in-
domito ), in 1567 secured from the pope an annulment, and three years 
later she sued her ex-husband (unsuccessfully) to nullify their daugh-
ter’s claustration.  31   Fulvia da Correggio, widowed in her mid-twenties 
upon the death of her husband Lodovico II Pico della Mirandola in 
1568, engaged in a power struggle with one of her brothers-in-law to 
win full control of Mirandola, staving off  other opposition by executing 
one would-be assassin.  32   Barbara Sanseverino, the charismatic Count-
ess of Sala who att racted the att entions of princes and poets (including 
Tasso), clearly rebelled in her marriage to a man thirty-fi ve years her 
elder.  33   In 1577, given leave to come to Ferrara for four days to help her 
stepdaughter in childbirth, this “intrepida” woman stayed on for two 
months and proved to be the chief reveller at Carnival.  34   Another mea-
sure of Barbara’s personality would emerge long aft er Tasso’s death, 
when in 1611 she became the ringleader of a conspiracy of nobles 
against Ranuccio I Farnese, the Duke of Parma, leading to her execu-
tion the following year in Parma’s public square.  35   Clearly, by adding 
this list of assertive women Tasso has recast his female interlocutor 
Margherita, like his argument in general, in more affi  rmative feminist 
terms.  36   And in doing so he degenders game culture by moving it from 
an exclusively amatory and courtly realm to a more authentically com-
petitive realm. 

 What was the larger context for Tasso’s depiction of women’s role in 
the realm of play? Certainly, the dynamics of game playing in this pe-
riod were strongly shaped by the patt erns of social hierarchy. Among 
the well born it could simply mirror and mimic social formalities of 
deference and ceremony. That is, a game such as chess or cards might 
serve as an opportunity for overly defi ned, and overly refi ned, forms of 
social intercourse between unequal men or between men and (unequal) 
women. Or a game could act as leverage in courtship ritual. The promi-
nent Paduan literary fi gure Sperone Speroni (1500–88), one of Tasso’s 
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advisors for the revision of his  Jerusalem Delivered ,  37   wrote a  Dialogo di 
Panico, e Bichi , in which Jeronimo Panico and Annibale Bichi discuss 
Panico’s playing dice with a woman he favours in the context of court-
ship ritual. Bichi suggests that Panico’s beloved cleverly lost on purpose 
as a female ruse; and likewise he counsels Panico to make his “win-
nings” a gift  to her to obligate her to him.  38   A woman’s intentionally los-
ing and a male’s forfeiting winnings are thus cast as a strategem of the 
social game of courting rather than the true playing of a game.  39   Doubts 
concerning the intrusion of such artifi ciality in the game realm can be 
found, prior to Tasso’s treatises, in a parlour-game book by the Man-
tuan Ascanio de’ Mori.  40   In his  Giuoco piacevole , writt en in 1575, Mori 
depicts a party of women and men engaged in a challenging game of 
extemporaneous storytelling, in which players must fashion tales about 
a city, inn, innkeeper, garden, tree, and animal (with a mott o), all begin-
ning with an assigned lett er of the alphabet. This game, in contrast to 
Castiglione’s parlour game of defi ning an ideal courtier, was designed 
not by a male participant but by a female player, Beatrice Gambara, 
who, against the protestations of an initially weaker foil Isabella, insists 
that women are capable of greater “prowess” than they think. And in 
the course of the game, even Isabella refl ects increasingly feminist at-
titudes. When she has to give up various tokens because of slips she 
makes, an admiring male player gallantly provides one for her. Her 
reaction is a swift  rebuke, as she chides him that any (amatory)  gain  
he thus hoped to make with her he has in fact  lost  “with this courtesy 
of excessive generosity.”  41   And when others argue that she earlier es-
caped another penalty for a slip, she appealed this judgment, proving 
that she had not erred and rejected any condescending relaxation of the 
rules of the game, saying, “I do not wish to triumph without victory.”  42   
Mori’s character Isabella thus prefi gures Tasso’s character Margherita, 
who similarly resents women being deprived of true victory out of con-
descension or courtesy.  43   

 The two versions of Tasso’s game book address this issue of the 
sexist rules of play: the  Romeo  states the problem but largely leaves 
it unresolved, whereas the  Gonzaga secondo  makes an eff ort to trans-
form Margherita from embitt ered victim to assertive player. Why did 
he make this change? The excision of the especially harsh comments 
on men’s mistreatment of women might have been necessitated by 
his now clearly identifying the interlocutor as Margherita Bentivo-
glio.  44   But what about the changed assumptions of Pocaterra and the 
more generalized att empt to address Margherita’s desire to be a true 
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player? Speculations on Tasso’s thinking and his motives in the early 
1580s necessarily must be somewhat tentative, as he was incarcerated 
(or hospitalized) in Sant’Anna during these years for instability and 
bouts with madness.  45   It is possible that, in introducing Giulio Cesare 
Gonzaga and renaming the treatise for him, Tasso may have been at-
tempting to further strengthen ties to members of the Gonzaga fam-
ily as possible intercessors who might aid in winning his release from 
Sant’Anna.  46   In the same year that Tasso published the  Gonzaga sec-
ondo , he also published a  Discorso della virtù feminile e donnesca  (Dis-
course on feminine and womanly virtue), dedicated to the Duchess 
of Mantua, Leonora of Austria (1534–94), wife of Guglielmo Gonzaga 
and mother of Margherita Gonzaga.  47   This work lays out the debate as 
to whether women have a diff erent – more private, less “heroic” – vir-
tue than men, citing the position of Thucydides (following Aristotle) 
that they do, and the opposing stance of Plutarch (following Plato) 
that they do not.  48   As for his own position in the treatise, Tasso is able 
to have his cake and eat it too, by arguing that ordinary women might 
hew to the retiring, private type of “ feminine  virtue,” but that regal, 
courtly, and heroic women (such as his dedicatee Leonora) can dis-
play a “ womanly  virtue,” in which there is not found “any distinction 
of works and offi  ces between them and heroic men.”  49   This last pas-
sage recalls and rebuts Pocaterra’s comment in the  Romeo  that, aside 
from their upper hand in the realm of love, “in all the other offi  ces of 
life [women] are born inferior to men.”  50   And, indeed, the  Discorso  ar-
gues for the agency of women in the public sphere – and might even 
be intended to plant the idea of such women interceding on behalf of 
an imprisoned poet. 

 In any case, in 1582 Tasso published both of these works that empha-
size female agency – in the  Gonzaga secondo  naming notable women, 
some of whom (other than Margherita Bentivoglio herself and the 
duchess and ladies of the Este court) he might have hoped to plead his 
case.  51   It was perhaps no coincidence that it was the young prince Vin-
cenzo Gonzaga of the Mantuan court who ultimately secured Tasso’s 
freedom in July of 1586. Tasso had earlier dedicated his  Discourse  on fe-
male virtue and power to Vincenzo’s mother, Leonora, the Duchess of 
Mantua, and had expressed his hope in a lett er of January 1585 that “by 
her and through her [his freedom] might be pled to all those by whom 
it can be conceded.”  52   How much of a role did Vincenzo’s mother Le-
onora play in Tasso’s rescue? Had Tasso’s feminist arguments in the 
 Discorso  and his overtures to Leonora in some measure hit their mark? 
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 Tasso’s personal situation may have linked the potential for female 
agency in the ludic realm with the potential for female agency in the 
public, political realm. Just as a more assertive Margherita Bentivoglio 
could truly win at primiera, an assertive female mediator could (and 
possibly did) win his release from house arrest.  53   In any case, between 
the  Romeo  and the  Gonzaga secondo , Tasso goes far in resolving a prob-
lem that existed in both the ludic and the real world. By questioning 
and correcting the sexist conventions of  play , his two treatises suggest 
that game culture might have provided a fertile ground for challeng-
ing the sexist conventions of  society  in the early modern era. As Tasso’s 
 Discorso della virtù feminile e donnesca  suggests, this debate within game 
culture should be seen in the larger context of the late medieval and 
early modern “querelle des femmes,” in which both men and women 
writers contested the capacities of women for virtue, learning, and au-
tonomy.  54   What is interesting here, however, is that Tasso’s solution in 
the  Gonzaga secondo  located the debate not in the realm of intellectual or 
political elites (such as learned female humanists or queens) but among 
a somewhat lower and wider range of women. Even his  Discourse  on 
female virtue remained moored to a traditional view that “ordinary” 
women are suited only for a private, domestic, “feminine” virtue and 
that only regal and well-placed women are capable of a heroic “wom-
anly” virtue equal to that of men. The exemplars he names in that work 
include such highly placed and well-known fi gures as the dedicatee, 
Duchess Leonora of Mantua, Queen Elizabeth, Catherine de’ Medici, 
Renata of Ferrara, Isabella d’Este, Lucrezia Borgia, and Vitt oria Col-
onna.  55   Similarly, in his  Jerusalem Delivered , Tasso’s prominent women 
all fi t into some archetypal category of the females who frequent the 
epic tradition: Sofronia the Christian martyr, Clorinda the Amazon war-
rior maiden, Armida the underworld seductress, Erminia the smitt en 
lover.  56   By contrast, the women of  ingegno  that Margherita Bentivoglio 
names in the  Gonzaga secondo  belong fully to none of these categories. 
Claudia Rangone, Barbara Sanseverino, and Fulvia da Correggio were 
neither epic heroines nor highest royalty (although certainly aristo-
cratic), but women who had undoubtedly shown their capacity for au-
tonomy and even defi ance in a male world.  57   More forbidding than an 
“armed knight,” these women were identifi ed by Tasso as individuals 
who could contend and compete.  58   So, too, Tasso apparently decided, 
was Margherita Bentivoglio, who should be taught how truly to win at 
primiera. Was the Margherita of the  Romeo  anonymous because of this 
unwomanly challenge to tradition? Certainly, by the point at which he 
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wrote the  Gonzaga secondo  Tasso had decided that it was time to identify 
women as true players – players whose agency might even rescue him. 

 The Parlour Game 

 Tasso’s two treatises reveal how sixteenth-century game theory wres-
tled with the gender politics of play. But what theories did the cen-
tury advance concerning the purpose and structure of the the parlour 
game per se? And what specifi c role for women was envisioned in these 
encounters? Parlour-game collections and ideals roughly fall into two 
general categories: one school saw the game more in terms of edifi ca-
tion and social control; another, more in terms of entertainment and 
social licence. In both models women oft en played an important part 
– in contrast to the classical convivial sett ing in which women’s pres-
ence was very limited and only indirect (as in Socrates’s accounts of 
a dialogue with Diotima in  Symposium  201d–212b and an oration by 
Aspasia in  Menexenus ) or limited to courtesans (as in the depiction of 
prostititues in Athenaeus’s  Deipnosophists  Bk. 13).  59   The emergence of 
women in literary gatherings was in evidence in the courtly love tra-
dition in Provence starting in the twelft h century, and this tradition of 
course informed the poetic sensibilities of Dante, Petrarch, and Boccac-
cio.  60   Moreover, an identifi cation of women as principal overseers of 
the ludic and festive realm was already apparent in the  Decameron . Boc-
caccio’s Pampinea was the prime mover and fi rst queen in the circle of 
seven men and three women who retreated from Florence to tell their 
hundred tales.  61   And in Bk. 4 of his  Filocolo , Fiammett a is named queen 
for a festive gathering in which she orchestrates (and dominates) a set 
of “questions of love.”  62   In the early sixteenth century Castiglione’s  Book 
of the Courtier  (1513–14) was framed as a dialogue enacting a parlour 
game at the court of Urbino. At that gathering the Duchess Elisabett a 
Gonzaga and Emilia Pia were identifi ed as the directors of the ludic fes-
tivities – though in the dialogue they call for games to be proposed only 
by men, and when the game of defi ning the ideal courtier is suggested, 
they generally yield the fl oor to males who control the conversation.  63   
Later in the century a more active role for women in parlour games 
emerged in Innocenzio Ringhieri’s  Cento giuochi liberali, et d’ingegno  
(Hundred games of learning and wit) of 1551, the ur-text of the edifi ca-
tion model of games. 

 Ringhieri, a Bolognese poet, dedicated his game book to Catherine 
de’ Medici for use in her court in France.  64   Distinguishing his games 
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from other types of play – for example, ancient gladiatorial and funeral 
games, modern jousts, soccer, masquerades, and board games – he 
lays claim to originality in his project by suggesting that he has no real 
model for creating such “liberal” games, “worthy of whatever rare and 
elevated intellect.”  65   The games consist of players reciting some lore – 
for example, the animal and instrument associated with a certain clas-
sical god – or keeping track of a fl uctuating order of terms in rounds. 
Failure to do so, or failure to refrain from laughing, results in the pay-
ment of a forfeit ( pegno ), which players can redeem by declaiming on 
questions ( dubbi ), which he appends to the end of each game. The col-
lection of one hundred games constitutes a virtual encyclopedia of po-
lite culture with games on nature (Seas, Mountains, Islands), the arts 
(Poets, Painting, Comedy), the moral realm (Happiness, Misery, Envy), 
the intellectual tradition (Philosophy, the Liberal Arts), the social world 
(Husbands and Wives, Breeding), mythology (Council of the Gods, 
Centaurs, Proteus), professions (the Merchant, the Physician, the Gar-
dener), and the wider semiotic and cultural world (Maxims and Signs, 
Time). Many of the games overtly deal with the amatory realm (Love, 
the Lover and the Beloved), or are framed as metaphors for love. Others 
are introduced so as to dignify – or be dignifi ed by – some aspect of the 
female world.  66   That this work was largely addressed to a young female 
audience in an amatory framework is evident from what is not present 
in the games. There are no games on children, parenthood, or widow-
hood. The complete absence of children suggests a sharp divide be-
tween women as lovers and women as mothers in such literature – this 
despite the fact that the dedicatee Catherine de’ Medici had given birth 
to fi ve children in the six years preceding Ringhieri’s publication of his 
work.  67   In a word, Ringhieri wanted to give structure to the “ozio” of 
young women of marriageable age – and even included a Game of Lei-
sure, listing love and games as the fi rst two “goods” of leisure (and in-
dolence and lust as the fi rst two “evils”).  68   

 While Ringhieri’s work thus certainly has a footing in the literary tra-
dition of courtly love – and in fact he ends each of his ten books of 
games with a poem – its many intellectual themes suggest a serious 
didactic purpose.  69   For instance, the Game of Happiness and Goods 
is basically an adaptation of Aristotle’s treatment of the three catego-
ries of the goods of body, mind, and fortune ( Nicomachean Ethics  1.8). 
Three sets of eight goods of each category are sounded by players ei-
ther alone or in combination according to several possible defi nitions of 
happiness. Thus, happiness as “good fortune with virtue” would entail 
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players representing both the “goods of fortune” and the “goods of vir-
tue” to sound off . Happiness as “in itself suffi  cient for life” would en-
tail only the eight “goods of the soul” to sound off  ( Figure 1.1 ). Clearly, 
Ringhieri hoped to make the inaccessible accessible. No wonder that 
one of the debate topics he poses at the end of one game asks “whether 
high matt ers are lowered and rendered easy when reduced into sweet-
ness and games.”  70   Ringhieri, moreover, is sensitive to the possibly 
wide intellectual variations in the mixed company present at games. 
In his opening Game of the Knight he explains that a judicious meting 
of penalty questions should take this into account. He proposes four 
gradations of questions scaled to the abilities of players who are classi-
fi ed across both genders according to intellect or learning: the scholarly 
male; the unlearned male; the clever woman ( donna d’ingegno ); and the 
“pedestrian woman of litt le intellect” ( donna positiva, & di picciolo intel-
lett o ). Thus, the scholarly male might be asked “whether it is bett er to 
love a person of lett ers or arms, with his reasons,” while, at the other 
end of the scale, a woman of litt le intellect could be asked “how many 
lances would be needed (for breaking) in a joust?”  71   Allowing for a di-
verse assemblage, the parlour game must operate at several intellectual 
levels at once. 

 Though acknowledging male participants, the chief audience for Rin-
ghieri’s game book is women, whom he wants both (intellectually) to 
elevate and (socially) to control. In his dedication he says that he hopes 
his book will “return honest women, unworthily affl  icted by savage 
stings, to their original reputation.”  72   In several cases, his comments in-
dicate that he aims to defend women against their intellectual or moral 
detractors and rescue them from their circumstances. As far as the in-
tellectual challenges posed in his book, Ringhieri explicitly addresses 
this in several of his game prefaces, beginning with the fi rst game, in 
which players must be able to pose and explicate the symbolism of a 
knight’s emblem, mott o, and colours. He insists that women are good 
for this challenge, because they are “modern women, almost all very 
shrewd both by nature and by having read much, not a litt le wise, and 
perhaps not too inferior to those famous ancient women praised by 
writers.”  73   In his Game of Celestial Figures, he includes several ques-
tions – for example, on the nature of fate – that are rather philosophi-
cal, and he addresses potential criticism that such topics are too loft y 
for women. Such critics “do a great injustice to the female sex, if they 
do not believe that among them can be found some who are very in-
genious, expert, and suited to clarify … diffi  cult matt ers.”  74   Ringhieri 
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  Figure 1.1.  The Game of Happiness and Goods. From Innocen-
zio Ringhieri,  Cento giuochi liberali, et d’ingegno  (Venice, 1553), fol. 
139v.  (Courtesy of the Biblioteca del Museo Correr, Venice.)   
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thus sees his “liberal” games, and especially his debate topics, as op-
portunities for women to challenge and activate their  ingegno  and their 
learning. Not surprisingly, the Game of the Liberal and Noble Arts it-
self confronts this issue of whether such a “diffi  cult” game is appro-
priate for “simple and modest women, shut inside the small circuit of 
their rooms, encumbered by the management of domestic matt ers, or 
restricted by their elders.”  75   He insists that such a topic should indeed 
be extended to them, that any limitations are owing not to their in-
nate ability but to an upbringing that subjects them to lowly pursuits 
“against their desire and intent.”  76   As proof that it is only social circum-
stance, rather than nature, that determines women’s potential, he cites 
examples of learned and literary women in the ancient world (e.g., As-
pasia, Diotima, and the poets Sappho and Corinna) and in the present 
day (i.e., Vitt oria Colonna and Veronica Gambera).  77   A Game of Poets, 
furthermore, asserts that in fact many modern women have already tri-
umphed, outshining the talent of Sappho and Corinna and earning the 
envy of many contemporary writers. This game is structured around 
lists of poets that juxtapose the likes of Homer, Virgil, and Dante, with 
about thirty contemporary male poets and eighteen female poets and 
scholars (including Colonna, Gambera, Laura Terracina, and Cassan-
dra Fedele), all identifi ed as “donne famose.”  78   

 For all of his intellectual elevation and fl att ering of women – which 
he frames as a socially revisionist position – Ringhieri, however, does 
strive to reinforce the traditional male ideals of female behaviour. Thus, 
in introducing his Game of Chastity he tells his female audience that 
this game is “truly and particularly yours,” since chastity is the source 
of their greatest virtue, and its violation the cause of their greatest mis-
ery.  79   The game turns on the cases of “venerable matrons” of antiq-
uity (e.g., Lucretia, Penelope, Judith) who persevered in the the face of 
threats – and other games reinforce the “triumph” of chastity and the 
ideals of purity and fi delity in marriage.  80   And even when Ringhieri 
fl irts with the risqué, as in the Game of the Bawd, he does so in a way 
to warn women of these “wicked women, destroyers of your honour, 
corrupters of chaste minds, and oft en speedy procurers of your infamy, 
ruin, and death.”  81   In the preface to this game, Ringhieri expressly re-
futes Boccaccio’s misogynist view (presumably that found in the  Cor-
baccio ) that the only chaste woman is one who has not been entreated 
or who has been rebuff ed.  82   The game, one of the longest in the collec-
tion, matches twelve male suitors with twelve young women through 
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the mediation of a bawd, who conveys a love lett er (and gift s) from 
the men. The women reply with a “Response to a Lover, in Conserv-
ing Matrimonial Faith.” The men then respond to this lett er, and the 
women most deft  at improvising in turn respond to them.  83   The game 
is largely a lesson in knowing and defl ecting the snares of procurers 
and suitors and sublimates such temptations in a vicarious, safe, and 
playful way.  84   

 Both in crediting women with greater intelligence than tradition al-
lowed and reinforcing conventional sexual values, Ringhieri’s game 
book largely aims to be a work of edifi cation and elevation. The in-
tellectual dimension is particularly evident in the list of debate topics 
(usually ten, but occasionally more) appended to the end of each of 
the hundred games. Through these, he argues in his dedication, “rare 
wits will be able to ascend in a thousand fi ne ways and by thus dis-
puting acquire immortality.”  85   These debate topics range from loft y 
topics such as “why the philosopher need not fear death, but rather 
desire it” to the interpretation of popular proverbs.  86   We cannot know 
whether or how Ringhieri’s games may have actually been played, but 
these debate topics certainly suggest the possibility for a new type of 
discourse on a variety of social, cultural, and political issues.  87   Indeed, 
the game world’s provision for such discussions limns the contours 
of the emerging bourgeois “public” culture Jürgen Habermas charts in 
the early modern era. But whatever its actual practice, the theory of 
Ringhieri’s games certainly refl ected a high degree of intellectualism 
that others perceived as rather too cerebral. In the seventeenth century 
when the French writer Charles Sorel compiled his  Maison des jeux  he 
complained that many of “the games of Ringhieri … are meant only for 
individuals who are somewhat learned, instead of the games ordinar-
ily played among young people (whether in the court or in the city), 
who in short are people of the world and of unrefi ned conversation and 
without great exposure to learning” – a problem worsened by the fact 
that parlour games included “women, the majority of whom, not hav-
ing undertaken extensive reading, are unaware of many of things one is 
not able to know without benefi t of higher education.”  88   

 Ringhieri was not the only sixteenth-century writer who saw the po-
tentially didactic function of games. Early in the century the English 
humanist Thomas More prescribed the playing of a loft y game depict-
ing the batt le between Virtues and Vices as an ideal aft er-dinner game 
of moral improvement in his all-too-sober Utopia.  89   In fact, the proper 
game could be seen as a rein on unbridled urges of the appetite. In the 


