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 DIALOGUES OF DEVOTION: 

  AN INTRODUCTION    

   Mediatrix nostra que es post Devm spes sola tvo Filio me representa  
(Our Mediator, who art after God our only hope, represent me to your Son). 

 Frame inscription, Jan Gossart,  Carondelet Diptych , 1517  1    

  Measuring almost three meters in height and nearly two meters in width, 
Andrea Mantegna’s (ca. 1431–1506)  Madonna della Vittoria ,   completed in 1496 
and now in the Louvre, is a masterful painting by a master artist ( Figure 1 ). It 
is also an ex- voto, an off ering of thanks acknowledging divine intervention 
during a crisis situation. With grateful humility, the armored yet bareheaded 
Francesco II Gonzaga kneels before the Madonna and Christ Child. In accor-
dance with long- established precepts for eff ective, communicative prayer, the 
Marchese of Mantua clasps his hands in adoration and raises his eyes to the 
enthroned pair elevated on a dais of variegated marble positioned beneath a 
sumptuous bower rich in fruits and populated by exotic birds.  2   Engendered by 
reason of a vow ( ex voto suscepto ) made to the Madonna when his life was in 
peril, and signaling rescue from that danger through the reception of interces-
sory grace ( grazia ricevuta ), Francesco’s reverence – that which Mantegna rep-
resented as well as that expressed by the off ering of the  Madonna della Vittoria  
itself – is an affi  rmation of the effi  cacy of dialogue between a pious petitioner 
and a holy intercessor. Meeting the marchese’s thankful gaze, Mary benevo-
lently extends her right hand above Francesco’s head. Christ, similarly focused, 
raises his hand in benediction. Positioned on either side of the Holy Mother 
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VOTIVE PANELS AND POPULAR PIETY IN EARLY MODERN  ITALY2

 
 1.      Andrea Mantegna,  Madonna della Vittoria , dedicated 1496. Tempera on canvas. Paris, Louvre. 
(Photo: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, New York)  
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DIALOGUES OF DEVOTION: AN  INTRODUCTION 3

and Child, St. Michael and St. George hold open Mary’s cloak, allowing its 
protective folds to shelter her devotee. Like the Virgin and Christ Child, the 
two warrior saints fi x their eyes on the supplicant. With this complex network 
of gazes exchanged under a talismanic branch of rose- colored coral, Mantegna 
conveyed the essence of the circumstances that led Francesco to venerate the 
Madonna in this way.    

 On July 6, 1495, the army of Francesco II had confronted that of King 
Charles VIII of France near the village of Fornovo, thirty kilometers south-
west of Parma. Some two decades later, the ecclesiastical historian Ippolito 
Donesmondi off ered a romanticized account of what happened that day and 
described the commemorative events that followed.  3    

  (At Fornovo, Francesco) penetrated so deeply into the enemy lines that 
fi nally (he) saw that it would be humanly impossible to free himself from 
the barbarians. Thereupon off ering himself with all his heart unto God 
and to the most Glorious Virgin he promised to build a temple in her 
honor if she freed him. No sooner had he made this promise then . . . he 
saw the enemy . . . turn and fl ee. . . . Returning to Mantua, and acknowledg-
ing this victory, [which he] attributed to God and his Most Holy Mother, 
Francesco built the church of the Madonna della Vittoria . . . (and) Andrea 
Mantegna painted the altarpiece for the main altar, which . . . includes a 
portrait of the marquis, who inside the church hung up the armor he had 
worn on the day of the battle as a sign of humble reverence.  4      

 Although lacking the compositional and stylistic sophistication of the 
 Madonna della Vittoria , a small painting – it measures a mere 22 by 32 centime-
ters – made in 1499 by an unknown artist for an unidentifi ed individual, and 
now preserved in Lonigo’s Sanctuary of the Madonna dei Miracoli   with 352 
similarly sized paintings, is also a work that came into being  ex voto suscepto  
( Figure 2 ). As is the case with the Marchese of Mantua, the unidentifi ed donor 
of this votive panel painting, or  tavoletta votiva , is depicted bareheaded, with 
hands in prayer, and eyes focused on the Madonna. The anonymous painter of 
the Lonigo  tavoletta , however, did not convey communion between supplicant 
and saint with a calculated web of gestures and interlocked gazes. Neither 
did he ennoble the encounter by setting the scene in some grand, other-
worldly place. The painter used a simpler compositional strategy to express 
human accessibility to the divine. The votary kneels on the same ground on 
which Mary sits. Additionally, the artist relied on the familiar to convey the 
wondrous. The Madonna’s weighted, earthbound position among notionally 
rendered stones, grasses, and fl owers – as opposed to the striking array of fruits, 
parrots, and cockatoos pictured in the bower sheltering the Madonna della 
Vittoria – avers her  praesentia ,   the aff ecting presence of the supernatural in the 
natural world. Reifi cation of the divine is asserted further by the placement of 
Mary’s left hand. Cradling her cheek, it not only identifi es her unequivocally 
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VOTIVE PANELS AND POPULAR PIETY IN EARLY MODERN  ITALY4

as Lonigo’s Madonna dei Miracoli but also attests to popular belief in divine 
vitality manifested in and through sacred images  .    

 According to early documents recording the history of the site, the paint-
ing of Mary that brought pilgrims to Lonigo, and which is clearly referenced 
in the 1499  tavoletta , did not originally look like this. The position of the 
Madonna’s left hand, a  trasfi guratione ,   was the result of events purported to have 
taken place on the afternoon of April 30, 1486.  5   On that date, two shoemakers 
traveling the thirty- fi ve kilometers from Verona to Lonigo conspired along the 
way to rob and murder a third in their company. Having committed the hei-
nous crime, the pair entered a nearby church. There, they assumed, they could 
divide their ill- gotten gains without being seen. Yet, as the murderous thieves 
split the spoils, they became aware that they were in the presence of eyes far 
more observant than those of any mortal. A painting of the Madonna appeared 
to be watching their every move. Unnerved, they called the Virgin a whore 
and stabbed her image just below the left eye. Responding to the assault as if 
physically susceptible to the pain of injury, the represented Mary reached up 
to stanch the blood gushing from the wound.   With unsettled fear turning to 
unbridled panic, the blasphemous shoemakers fl ed the scene. Five days layer, 
they were apprehended and summarily executed. 

 
 2.      Anonymous, votary in prayer,  tavoletta votiva , 1499. Tempera on panel. Lonigo, Sanctuary of the Madonna 
dei Miracoli. (Photo: with kind permission of Santa Maria dei Miracoli)  
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DIALOGUES OF DEVOTION: AN  INTRODUCTION 5

 Two days after the shoemakers were punished for their unholy acts, the 
miracle- working Madonna dei Miracoli, as she came to be called, was credited 
with safeguarding one Stefano Cavaccioni da Zimella from harm when he 
fell from his horse.  6   In subsequent days, weeks, and years, hundreds of pious 
petitioners followed Stefano Cavaccioni’s lead. The donor of the 1499  tavoletta 
votiva  was among them. Having vowed to honor the Madonna dei Miracoli if 
she came to their assistance, petitioners whose health was miraculously restored 
and those who incredibly had escaped danger made their way to Lonigo to 
acknowledge Mary’s compassionate attendance. Having reached their destina-
tion, they off ered prayers of thanks and, in many cases, deposited before her 
transfi gured image a material token of gratitude: money for alms, a candle, a 
wax cast of an affl  icted but now cured part of their bodies, an article of clothing, 
an embossed metal plaque, a lock of hair, a no- longer- needed pair of crutches, 
and the like. For his part, the anonymous donor of the 1499 panel chose to 
recognize the effi  cacy of Lonigo’s Madonna dei Miracoli with a type of ex- 
voto that only recently had begun to appear among the miscellany of fi gurines, 
anatomical casts, and other familiar votive objects left at thaumaturgic shrines 
throughout Italy.   Although classical texts describing objects in sacred shrines 
refer to painted tablets ( tabulae pictae ), it is unknown whether the term refers to 
votive pictures painted on wood or to only the small, stone relief panels (some 
with traces of paint) dedicated to divinities of healing that have been found 
at some ancient sites. It is no less clear whether painted panels fi gured among 
the votive objects left at shrines by medieval pilgrims. All that can be said with 
certainty is that panels like those at Lonigo began to be routinely recorded as 
votive off erings in sanctuary inventories and cited in miracle books during the 
later decades of the fi fteenth century. These same sources indicate a steady rise 
in their popularity over the course of the following century. Material evidence 
corroborates the written record. More than fi fteen hundred fi fteenth-  and 
sixteenth- century  tavolette votive  are extant in civic museums and at thauma-
turgic sites throughout Italy. 

 Although painted within fi ve years of one another, the Lonigo panel and 
Mantegna’s canvas appear at fi rst glance to have little in common other than 
the dates of their making and dedications. Scale and style are obvious distin-
guishing factors. One is monumental, the other small. Stylistically, the sub-
tle yet highly expressive relationship of fi gures in   Mantegna’s  Madonna della 
Vittoria  is absent from the picture painted anonymously and dedicated to 
the Madonna dei Miracoli. The  tavoletta  also lacks Mantegna’s fi ne modula-
tion of form, his virtuosic rendering of surfaces painted to simulate a variety 
of materials. Absent, too, is the master’s conveyance of depth. In  Madonna 
della Vittoria  space is defi ned by projecting limbs, illusionistic structures, and 
the diagonal positioning of fi gures. By contrast, the unknown painter of the 
Lonigo   tavoletta  depicted the Madonna frontally and rendered the votary in 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02304-8 - Votive Panels and Popular Piety in Early Modern Italy
Fredrika H. Jacobs
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107023048
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


VOTIVE PANELS AND POPULAR PIETY IN EARLY MODERN  ITALY6

rigid profi le, delineating the form and features of both with an insistent black 
line that reasserts the fl atness of the panel’s surface. The same heavy line was 
employed to mark the horizon of a landscape setting that is only suggested 
with notational brushstrokes. 

 If Francesco II’s secretary is to be believed, the stunning virtuosity exhib-
ited in Mantegna’s  Madonna della Vittoria  had a catalytic eff ect on its viewers. 
Relating the painting’s ceremonial installation, he reported that within hours 
of its unveiling, this “noble work” made a transition from votive painting to 
venerated object. With each passing hour, “people brought back to health” 
lighted candles before it and deposited off erings of wax and “other images.”  7   
Not the 1499 Lonigo panel or, to my knowledge, any other  tavoletta votiva  
underwent a similar shift in status. Yet if these and other aspects of style and 
spectator response distance one painting from the other, focus and function 
bring them together. Like the  Madonna della Vittoria , the Lonigo panel presents 
the donor in unmediated communion with the divine and, like Mantegna’s 
great altarpiece, it fulfi lled a vow that not only acknowledged the effi  cacy of 
the intercessor but also projected the worthiness and social respectability of the 
recipient of God’s grace, namely the votary. Importantly, it did so publicly.  8     

 In asserting a belief in the power of petitionary prayer and a conviction that 
the Madonna is willing to intercede with God on behalf of humanity, both 
master paintings like  Madonna della Vittoria  and modest pictures like the Lonigo 
 tavoletta  point to a pragmatic view of religion. In recognizing the agency of the 
individual – his or her capacity to enter into dialogue with God – it was a view 
that stood in contrast to religious rites such as the sung High Mass.  9   Conducted 
in Latin, a language that was the preserve of the educated minority, and recited 
in a virtually inaudible whisper by clergy representing the orthodox opinion 
that the words of the consecration of the bread and wine were too sacred for 
ordinary folk, High Mass veiled the sacred in a shroud of protective mystery 
that distanced congregants from their God.  10   The extrainstitutional practice 
of petitionary prayer was diff erent. It enabled the  popoli  to traverse that dis-
tance. With illustrative clarity,  tavolette votive  depict the laity’s ability to engage 
in direct and dynamic discourse with God through his saints whenever and 
wherever they confronted life’s dire challenges.  11   Although sixteenth- century 
Catholic reformers explicitly cite  tavolette votive  as worrisome objects, these 
modest paintings are not singled out as more troubling than any other votive 
form. Still, in the church’s struggle to redirect into orthodox channels the 
popular practices that were taking place around cultic images – in and through 
which the represented saint was held to have presence   – it is hard to imagine 
that these humble little pictures of artisans, merchants, and farmers in active 
mediation with the supernatural for human benefi t did not trigger greater 
anxiety than, say, a candle or pair of eyes cast in wax. After all, in representing 
merchants, artisans, farmers, and the like in dialogue with the saints,  tavolette  
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DIALOGUES OF DEVOTION: AN  INTRODUCTION 7

claimed for the laity in graphically clear terms a capacity held by the church 
to be the preserve of authorized clergy. Not surprisingly, steps were taken to 
bring votive practices under control and votive images under scrutiny. 

 As demonstrated by decrees issued by provincial councils in Malines and 
Mexico in the wake the Council of Trent’s   conclusion in 1564, uneasiness with 
cultic culture was not specifi c to Italy. Throughout the Catholic world, pil-
grims journeyed to thaumaturgic shrines, off ered prayers of thanks for a mirac-
ulous cure or rescue, and left on site an ex- voto as evidence of the effi  cacy 
of intercession. While votive panel paintings were among the objects off ered 
both north and south of the Alpine divide, the number of extant examples in 
Northern Europe that predate circa 1600 is, in comparison to the quantity 
preserved throughout Italy, quite small. To be sure, the existing corpus of Italian 
fi fteenth-  and sixteenth- century  tavolette votive  is reduced from what it once 
was. Nonetheless, the total is great enough to suggest various ways images were 
perceived to function in the cultic culture of early modern Italy. 

 It would be diffi  cult to determine defi nitively the precise function 
Francesco II Gonzaga envisioned for  Madonna della Vittoria  if elucidating docu-
ments did not relate the circumstances that prompted him to commission the 
artistic services of Mantegna. While the inclusion of Francesco identifi es the 
painting as a votive, it does not indicate whether it was off ered  per grazia ricevuta    
or given  pro remedio animae .   The diff erence between the two is worth noting. A 
votive proff ered  per grazia ricevuta  is something testamentary – it can be a mate-
rial object or an act of veneration – that is given or performed  after  a miracle 
of intercession has occurred. A votive  pro remedio animae  is something given or 
performed with the objective of securing  future  salvation for the donor’s soul 
or that of a relative or friend. A votive  per grazia ricevuta  was understood as an 
obligation, the requisite fulfi llment of a promise. A votive  pro remedio animae  
was viewed as an eff ective way to accumulate spiritual credit.  12   

 Strictly speaking, only a votive donated  per grazia ricevuta  can be called an 
ex- voto. The diff erence between a votive  per grazia ricevuta  and one  pro reme-
dio animae  has greater relevance for a consideration of the functional value of 
masterworks, such as Mantegna’s  Madonna della Vittoria  and, to cite another 
example, Giovanni Bellini’s    Enthroned Madonna and Child with Saints and Doge 
Agostino Barbarigo , 1488 ( Figure 3 ), than it does for evaluating  tavolette  like the 
1499 Lonigo panel. This refl ects the diffi  culty of placing religious paintings of 
the period into discrete categories. An altarpiece could, as  Madonna della Vittoria 
   did, function doubly as an ex- voto and as the visual centerpiece of liturgical 
rites.  13   Bellini’s  Enthroned Madonna with Doge Agostino Barbarigo ,   which began 
its functional life as a votive  pro remedio animae  and went on to become an altar-
piece,   points less to a double function than to one that changed over time and 
with placement. Unlike Mantegna’s great vertically oriented canvas, which was 
from the start destined to grace an altar in a public space, Bellini’s horizontally 
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VOTIVE PANELS AND POPULAR PIETY IN EARLY MODERN  ITALY8

formatted painting began its life as a private devotional work. Until Barbarigo’s 
death in 1501, it hung in the “crossing” ( crozola ) of the doge’s palace. By bequest, 
it was displayed thereafter on the high altar ( sopra l’altar grando ) of the Convent 
of Sta. Maria degli Angeli in Murano with the stipulation that the sisters pray 
before it for the eternal good of Agostino’s soul.  14        

 As a group,  tavolette votive  were not subject to similar functional shifts any 
more than they could change from votive object to venerated sacred image, 
as Mantegna’s  Madonna della Vittoria  had done. Admittedly, paintings like the 
Lonigo panel of 1499, which lacks a clarifying inscription and is void of visu-
alized clues indicating the circumstances behind its donation, might have been 
given for the future redemption of the donor’s soul ( pro remedio animae ). This, 
however, seems unlikely. Most of these small pictures proclaim divine interces-
sion a fait accompli. They do so quite clearly, either by visualizing a scene that 
suggests a chronological sequence of events or with an inscription that states 
what happened. Regardless of how the story behind the panel’s donation is 
communicated, these humbly rendered paintings look back in time. They ref-
erence something that already took place. They are remembrances of trauma, 
testaments of survival. Indeed, more than half of the corpus of extant early 
modern  tavolette  illustrates a life- threatening experience, often at a climactic 
moment: a house crumbles from earthquake tremors, a pregnant woman is 
depicted midfall as she tumbles from a horse, a child is pinned beneath the 
wheel of an oxcart or plummets into a well, a man is attacked by wolves or 

 
 3.      Giovanni Bellini,  Enthroned Madonna and Child with Saints and Doge Agostino Barbarigo , 1488. Oil on canvas. 
Murano, S. Pietro Martire. (Photo: Scala/Art Resource, New York)  
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DIALOGUES OF DEVOTION: AN  INTRODUCTION 9

is covered in the buboes of plague, families fl ee fl ames engulfi ng their home, 
travelers are imperiled as their ship founders in stormy seas, soldiers as well as 
noncombatants are stabbed and battered, the ill pray desperately from the con-
fi nes of a sickbed, and the possessed collapse from exhaustion as tormenting 
demons are expelled from their bodies. 

 Even  tavolette  that refl ect the basic compositional strategy of grand votive 
pictures in the form of a  sacra conversazione  typically signal their function as 
off erings  per grazia ricevuta  through the votary’s choice of attendant saints (see 
 Plate 4  and  Figure 32 ). A votary in prayerful dialogue with the Madonna and 
St. Leonard, for example, suggests divine intervention took place during child-
birth, while a supplicant in the presence of St. Sebastian or St. Roch suggests 
attendance safeguarded the donor during an outbreak of plague. Miracle books 
recording a similar assortment of miraculous cures and rescues, and which in 
some cases verbally parallel a scene of crisis pictured on a  tavoletta , further iden-
tify these images as ex- votos. In fact, there is nothing to suggest strongly that 
these panels were given for anything other than the successful resolution of a 
problem. A  tavoletta  was an object  ex voto suscepto . It is important to keep this in 
mind because in this book the terms “ex- voto” and “votive panel picture” are 
used interchangeably with specifi c reference to  tavolette votive . 

 Votive pictures, which were displayed in communal spaces, should not be 
confused with devotional paintings   hanging on domestic interior walls.  15   It is 
easy enough to mistake one for the other, especially after Giovanni Battista 
Moroni   (ca. 1525–78) combined portraiture with religious painting to create 
in the mid- sixteenth century a new type of devotional picture.  16   Consider, for 
example, Moroni’s  Gentleman in Adoration of the Madonna and Child , circa 1560 
( Figure 4 ) and a roughly contemporaneous  tavoletta votiva  at Lonigo ( Figure 5 ). 
Similarities are readily apparent. Diff erences are no less conspicuous. Although 
both compositions are restricted to a depiction of a supplicant in meditative 
communion with the Madonna and Christ Child, scale and style distinguish 
Moroni’s canvas from the panel painted in tempera. Measuring 60 by 65 cen-
timeters, Moroni’s oil painting is more than four times the size of the  tavoletta , 
which has dimensions slightly less than 28 by 31 centimeters. In other examples 
of this pictorial type by Moroni, such as  The Baptism of Christ with a Portrait of 
a Gentleman  (Private Collection, Milan) and  Portrait of a Man and Woman with 
the Virgin and Child and St. Michael  (Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond), 
devotees, all of whom are similarly presented in extended bust- length, are 
shown frontally and in profi le. The devotee in  Gentleman in Adoration of the 
Madonna and Child , however, is positioned to direct the viewer’s contemplative 
gaze diagonally back and into the ambiguously defi ned space. Signifi cantly, 
neither Mary nor the Infant Jesus returns the gentleman’s gaze. Their atten-
tion is instead focused on the spectator beyond the frame. It is directed to the 
 person praying before the image. This is not the case with the Lonigo panel. 
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VOTIVE PANELS AND POPULAR PIETY IN EARLY MODERN  ITALY10

While the painter of this  tavoletta  rendered the donor more fi nely than most 
painters of  tavolette , he did not attempt Moroni’s calculated angling of the gen-
tleman. As for the depicted Madonna dei Miracoli and Christ Child, both look 
down upon and gesture toward the supplicant. In contrast to Moroni’s canvas, 
here the communicative act of looking is kept within the pictorial frame.         

 Beyond the details of this comparison, it should be noted that in contrast 
to  tavolette , almost all of which have either no frame or only a very simple 
one, devotional paintings frequently were placed in relatively costly or visually 
assertive surrounds.  17   In part, this served to establish a visual focus refl ective 
of the work’s function. While the attention of the fi gures represented within 
a  tavoletta ’s border remains focused within the composition, the  tavoletta , as 
an ex- voto, defi ed these boundaries by referencing the cultic image beyond 
the picture’s perimeter. Set before and around a sacred image through which, 

 
 4.      Giovanni Battista Moroni,  A Gentleman in Adoration of the Madonna and Child , circa 1560. Oil on canvas. 
Samuel H. Kress Collection. Washington, DC, National Gallery of Art. (Photo: National Gallery of Art)  
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