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From 2 February 1581 to 15 December of that 
same year, several letters were written by Alberto 
Bolognetti (1538-85), papal legate to Venice, to the 
Medici Grand Duchess Bianca Cappello (1548-87). In 
these letters, Bolognetti enthusiastically described the 
perfect female dwarf he had found in Warsaw for the 
Grand Duchess; he described the dwarf as having 
wonderful proportions and as being very beautiful.1 
Bolognetti continued to write updates to Bianca 
Capello, letting her know that the dwarf was safe, but 
that the journey from Warsaw to Florence was taking 
longer than usual because she was often cold and 
needed to stop in order to keep warm. Bolognetti 
also mentioned that she was very obedient and that the 
Duchess would be very pleased with her once they 
arrived in Florence. The purpose of Bolognetti’s let-
ters was to reassure Bianca Capello that her gift would 
arrive intact, that this dwarf, this marginal individual, 
this ‘monster’ would retain all of its qualities of won-
derment by the time of its delivery to the Florentine 
court. These letters exemplify the degree to which 
monsters such as dwarves were valued in early  
modern courts. And as valued objects/subjects of the 
court, their traces are found in inventories (for clarity 
of meaning, contemporary rather than present-day  
terminology is adopted throughout this paper).

To understand the centrality of inventories in the 
framing of monsters such as dwarves or hirsutes at 
court, it is essential to examine the growing interest in 

the anatomically unusual during the early modern 
period; the nascent scientific impulses used to cat-
egorize natural phenomena and collecting practices; 
and the court culture in which monsters lived and 
performed. By analyzing these contexts in which 
monsters and notions of monstrosity were prevalent, 
the importance of monsters at court and the implica-
tions of their traces in portraits and inventories be-
come apparent. Indeed, monsters fell outside the 
course of nature and inventories allowed court rulers 
and scientists to re-impose normal order on to the 
subversive forms of the deformed monsters. Ironic-
ally, however, monsters existed at court because of 
their odd appearance and it is precisely this paradox 
that renders their classification problematic within 
strictly determined written categories. Furthermore, 
their liminal positions as neither objects nor fully  
independent subjects of the court complicate the  
variety of statuses they held in a highly structured  
environment.

Teratology

One of the most important characteristics of the dis-
course on monsters in the early modern period is the 
multiplicity of sources that touch upon the subject. 
The diversity of voices that invoke monsters makes the 
study of their visual representations, as well as their 
textual descriptions, a very complex and multifaceted 
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Inventories stand as records of ducal and regal possessions and offer glimpses into the politics of display 
associated with the households of rulers. In these inventories, the oscillation between object and subject 
is for monsters one that is particularly legible: dwarves were listed alongside typical attendants but were 
also classified as objects of curiosity; the names of hirsute subjects were written next to those of noble-men 
who received land, yet other inventories listed them as Christmas gifts. By ‘inventorying’ monsters, 
secretaries attempted to categorize them alongside normal subjects and objects and thus to regularize 
their existence within the established rigid parameters of court settings. As systems of conventions that 
integrated dissidence into a regulated frame, inventories imposed a classification scheme that, in fact, 
highlighted the liminal position of court monsters.
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one. From medical inquiries, to theological discussions 
and popular curiosity, the interest in monsters grew 
and found resonance in popular avvisi (reports), 
official court portraits, and, notably, in documents and 
inventories. These textual records of ducal and regal 
possessions offer glimpses into the politics of display 
associated with the households of rulers. However, 
beyond providing evidence for the existence and loca-
tion of particular objects, they also stand as traces of 
diplomatic exchanges and allow insights into early-
modern human relations since they shed light on the 
various ways in which normative boundaries were 
questioned and traversed.

The question of ‘monsters’ engaged several fields 
of knowledge in the sixteenth century: medical tradi-
tions, theological disputes, myth and popular culture. 
As the pace of medical inquiries quickened during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries – fuelled by first-
hand anatomical observations – the other fields of 
knowledge mentioned above as defining the mon-
strous exerted less influence in published works.2 As a 
result of the early modern medical interest in non-
normative bodies, the causes of monstrousness were 
no longer understood solely as the results of the op-
position between devilish and divine forces, or only as 
the product of sympathetic magic during pregnancy, 
as they had been previously. Increasingly, medical, 
and specifically anatomical explanations were used to 
shed light on the origins of physical deviance.

The early modern development of anatomical 
knowledge reached its peak in the middle of the six-
teenth century: in 1543, Andreas Vesalius published 
the first edition of De Humani Corporis Fabrica, a work 
that combined artistic originality with radical anatom-
ical inquiries. A compendium, entitled the Epitome 
was published in tandem with the Fabrica and was 
meant to give an introduction and a topographical 
approach to the novice in medicine.3 Vesalius empha-
sized direct observation and made this practice part of 
the curriculum of academic teaching, and finally chal-
lenged the hegemony of the Galenic tradition.4 A stu-
dent of Guinterius Andernacus (1505-74) and Jacobus 
Sylvius (1478-1555) in Paris in 1533, Vesalius began 
to perform actual dissections (breaking with tradition) 
and this allowed him to appreciate the numerous 
errors made by Galen and to challenge the textual 
basis of medieval medicine.5 The Fabrica not only 
changed the ways science and anatomy were taught 
and learned, but it also provided a strong paradigm 

for anatomical illustrations that would last approxi-
mately 200 years.6 In spite of these new paradigmatic 
investigative practices, however, Vesalius was still 
tied to the notion of an ideal normative body.

Concomitant with intellectual and scientific devel-
opments pertaining to an ideal human body, attention 
to anatomical irregularities grew from a marginal 
interest to a defined science. In fact, awareness of 
physical deviance was fed by the normative ideals 
promoted by Vesalius and adopted by his followers. 
By promoting his regulated standards of anatomy, 
Vesalius recreated the intellectual system that shaped 
the transmission of Galenic textual knowledge. 7 The 
Vesalian body thus became the new ‘body of know-
ledge’, and departures from its strict norms fuelled 
interest in anatomical deviance by creating a parallel 
scientific pursuit.

The enthusiasm for unusual bodies found a new ar-
ticulation in early modern empirical inquiry. By clas-
sifying objects, scientists categorized the knowledge 
associated with each object and, consequently, 
emphasized the need for inventories as a way to main-
tain and inscribe that knowledge. Lists of extraor-
dinary humans, animals, organic matters, and fantastic 
beings and stories were made throughout the six-
teenth century, in attempts to catalogue the objects 
found in collections. While these lists were not typical 
inventories of possessions, they exemplified the im-
pulse to mark by textual means the existence of cer-
tain objects in collections and in doing so noted the 
qualities that made these objects worthy of being pos-
sessed. Often, these lists existed in the form of a nar-
rative, thus combining the purpose of an inventory 
with that of historical truth. In 1566, Pierre Boaistuau 
(c.1520-66), a celebrated French author and diplomat, 
published his Histoires prodigieuses in which he com-
bined stories from Greek and Latin classical authors, 
imaginary biblical occurrences, and fantastic animals, 
with actual congenital phenomena.8 Even though 
Boaistuau’s organizational scheme came close to an 
actual classification, there was no direct attempt at 
clearly defining categories. He provided verbal and 
visual descriptions and an elaboration on the idea of 
the bizarre and the imaginary, but did not demon-
strate a scientific causality for the existence of unusual 
beings. In addition, the title, the preface, the dedica-
tion and the entirety of the text were in French, rather 
than Latin. This choice may very well have indicated 
the type of audience that Boaistuau sought to target. 
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His book was dedicated to a scientific novice, the 
noble lord Jean Rieux, Seigneur d’Assérac, and the 
preface left no doubt as to the courtly pretensions of 
the text and the illustrations, through which he 
intended to flatter his patron:

Your Highness, among all things that may be seen under the 
skies, nothing touches the human spirit more, nothing 
pleases the senses more, nothing horrifies more, nothing 
generates more admiration or terror to creatures than the 
monsters, prodigies and abominations in which we see the 
errors of nature . . . 9

Shortly after the publication of Les histoires prodi-
gieuses, Ambroise Paré (1510-90), surgeon to several 
kings of France, wrote and edited numerous editions 
of Des monstres et prodiges, first published in 1573. 
Though also written in the vernacular French, the 
first page of the twenty-fifth book established the 
more rigorous claims being made by the author. Paré 
was fully aware of the risks of using vernacular French 
to write a book on scientific or medical matters. In 
fact, in the preface, he insisted that his decision to 
write in French was a conscious one, meant to en-
noble the practice of medicine by enriching it with the 
knowledge of things such as monsters.10 In addition, 
unlike Boaistuau, whom he cited as a provider of some 
of his case-studies, Paré provided a definition of mon-
sters and distinguished the various terms he used:

Monsters are things that appear outside of the course of na-
ture (and are most often signs of some misfortune to come) 
such as a child who is born with one arm only, another with 
two heads, and other limbs that are out of the ordinary. 
Prodigies are things that happen against nature, such as a 
woman giving birth to a snake, or to a dog, or to anything 
that goes against nature .  .  . The mutilated are the blind, 
one-eyed people, hunchbacks, lame people, or people hav-
ing six fingers or toes, or less than five fingers or toes, or 
fingers and toes joined together, or arms that are too short, 
or noses that are set too deep like those with crooked noses, 
or lips that are big and reversed . . . or anything that goes 
against nature.11

The increase of published works dealing with med-
ical cases in the sixteenth century signalled the rising 
interest of laymen and men of sciences in published 
accounts of various natural wonders.12 Paré’s many 
illustrations deal with various monsters, whose med-
ical validity varied from conjoined twins to limbless 
individuals, and finally to imaginary hybrid creations.

Through the preface and through the remainder of 
the text, the reader is presented with case-studies, 
rather than mere examples. Paré’s training as a  

barber-surgeon, his experience while practising on 
the field of battle, and his position as royal surgeon 
certainly determined his medical view of the body and 
its possible variances. Furthermore, after Henri II 
was involved in what would prove a fatal accident in a 
tournament on 30 June 1559, Paré met Vesalius who 
came to Paris in the hope that he could heal the dying 
king.13 While Des monstres et prodiges is not considered 
a strict medical assessment of the pathologies that led 
to anatomical deformities, it was a step towards pla-
cing the discourse on monsters on a medical footing, 
since Paré addressed monsters not as afterthoughts of 
nature but as valid sources of medical knowledge.

One of the first early-modern authors to have pro-
vided a more strictly conceived scientific treatise on 
monsters was Fortunio Liceti (1577-1657) in 1616. 
Liceti, a physician from Padua, expressed his disbelief 
in monsters as portentous theological signs and 
insisted on their importance as living beings who 
expressed certain truths of nature through their un-
usual physical appearance.14 Liceti saw monsters as 
beings whose deformities elicited the most wonder 
and the most admiration; he was thus not surprised 
that men were so intrigued by them and sought to 
understand their origins.15 Liceti abandoned the idea 
of the monster as an ominous divine sign and rather 
justified its existence not as a mistake made by nature, 
but as a necessary variation in the face of adversity. 
His work demonstrates that in the course of the 
seventeenth century monsters began to be seen as 
variations of nature, as a contrast to the normative 
body described by Vesalius. The approach adopted by 
Liceti exemplifies the construction of notions such 
as the abnormal, the deviant, or the pathological.

Categories such as these that were defined by men 
and assigned to nature were taken up in more recent 
times by the French theorist Michel Foucault (1926-84) 
who attempted to explain how early-modern scientific 
discourse construed difference. In his project, Foucault 
explored the inception of monsters not as simple errors 
of nature, but rather as constructed ideals. According to 
this conceptual model, monsters became indispensable 
deviations. These deviations would in turn allow nature 
to preserve its continuum by allowing difference to exist 
not in opposition, but in parallel to its own course:

The monster ensures in time, and for our theoretical know-
ledge, a continuity that, for our everyday experience, floods, 
volcanoes, and subsiding continents confuse space . . . On 
the basis of the power of the continuum held by nature, the 



t o u b a  g h a d e s s i



monster ensures the emergence of difference. This differ-
ence is still without law and without any well-defined struc-
ture; the monster is the root-stock specification, but it is 
only a sub-species itself in the stubbornly slow stream of 
history . . . Thus, against the background of the continuum, 
the monster provides an account, as though in caricature, of 
the genesis of differences . . .16

To return to the sixteenth century, the tension be-
tween monsters as medical objects of inquiry and 
monsters as theological warnings became more palp-
able. While its resolution – if resolution there needed 
to be – did not imply the foregoing of one idea for the 
other; it is the stated alteration of the balance between 
the two that often settled the conflict. Realdo Colombo 
(1510-59) explored the anatomical anomalies of other-
wise normative human beings in the fifteenth book of 
De re anatomica, published posthumously in 1559.17 
Colombo inherited from Vesalius the chair of anatomy 
at the University of Padua; he taught the subject and 
was immersed in medical treatises during his explora-
tions of anomalous bodies.18 Unlike Paré, Lycosthenes, 
or Boaistuau, Colombo never mentioned monsters as 
portentous signs; rather than attacking those who had 
treated them as such, he purposefully omitted any ref-
erence to the prophetic dimension of monsters. One 
could thus infer that Colombo’s treatise, by virtue of 
its deliberate exclusion, was one of the few early 
teratological treatises that dealt with monsters as 
pathological anomalies only.19

Ultimately, teratology represented a confluence of 
numerous intellectual inquiries, many of which were 
born of the original wonder felt in the presence of 
monsters, in front of their representations, or by read-
ing texts linked to monsters. This wondrous feeling 
was explored and exploited during the early-modern 
period, as exemplified in collections of curiosities 
amassed by princely, regal, and scientific collectors 
alike.

Cataloguing monsters, displaying knowledge, 
rousing wonder

In the early modern period collecting was an activity 
that transcended its status as a princely or noble pur-
suit and became favoured by scholars and medical 
men alike. It is in fact the latter group who elaborated 
new categories that shaped early modern collections 
by intensifying their wondrous, curious, and scientific 
characteristics.20 As for what things (or live beings) 

were considered adept at invoking wonder in a collec-
tion, several factors were considered. For the collec-
tion to be wondrous as a whole, the number of objects, 
their variety, and their method or organization were 
important. For single elements to belong to such a 
collection, they had to be particularly beautiful, rare, 
exotic, or possess occult powers.21

Monsters, who were seen as marvels, fit the require-
ments necessary to belong to a curiosity collection. 
Portraits of monsters stood at the crossroads between 
living and inert or artificial curiosities. Considered 
quasi-scientific illustrations of the physically deviant, 
they were found in collections such as that of Ulisse 
Aldrovandi (1522-1605): as one of the most eminent 
figures in Bologna, Aldrovandi gathered a personal 
collection of over 20,000 paintings, objects and plants, 
housed partly in a public studio and partly in a private 
museum at his home.22 Establishing specific tabulae to 
organize his entire collection, Aldrovandi emphasized 
the different links between nature and knowledge in 
his writings as much as in the physical organization of 
his collection.23 Additionally, in accordance with an 
Aristotelian system of thought, Aldrovandi stressed 
the importance of direct observation in order to better 
grasp the relationship between natural philosophy, 
medical knowledge, and sensory experience.24 His 
interest in anatomical and pathological rarities comes 
as no surprise, since monstrous individuals allowed 
curious scientists to apply at once their medical, nat-
ural, and sensory knowledge. The woodcuts repre-
senting human or hybrid monsters were arranged in 
no specific order in his posthumously published  
Monstrorum Historia (1642); rather, the mixture of 
images seems quite arbitrary and possibly related to 
the enormous number of illustrations Aldrovandi 
commissioned during his lifetime.25 For instance, 
the marine monsters precede the imaginary half-dog 
half-human conjoined twins and are directly followed 
by a monstrous child born in Ravenna in 1512. 
Similarly, dwarves appear at the beginning of the  
Historia, as well as much later in the book.

In addition to the ways in which Aldrovandi’s 
Monstrorum Historia serves as an inventory of his 
knowledge of monsters, other inventories, such as 
one related to the Farnese gardens categorized 
dwarves, hirsute or deformed individuals as natural 
curiosities, a testament to the fact that monsters were 
seen as collectible objects. 26 On a different, but com-
parable level, accrual of textual sources relating to 
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monsters formed a part of collecting activities. The 
scientific authority of such texts was not meant to 
weigh against that of a printed treatise, since their 
goal, though not necessarily their audience, was dif-
ferent. These narrations banked on the emotional re-
sponse of the reader in the same way that collections 
of curiosities did. Such textual sources ranged from 
casual descriptions given to a French soldier by his 
cousin, to an assortment of scientific letters addressed 
to the Dauphin of France.27 In both of these cases, 
lengthy descriptions of monstrous births, filled with 
numerous graphic details recall the visual techniques 
employed in collections of curiosities or in treatises on 
monsters, while the text grounds the assumption of 
truth. In addition to the meticulous visual accounts, 
both letters gave locale, time references, and proper 
names when possible, so as to assert the validity of the 
story being related. For instance, in the aforemen-
tioned letter to a soldier, dated to 1649, the an-
onymous author mentions the city where the monster 
was born (‘Mark’), how far this city was from Calais 
(‘deux lieues’), the name of the father of the mother 
(‘Quelin Soufré’), the date of her marriage and the 
origin of her husband (‘mariée apres Pasques à un 
jeune Lorain’), the date when her contractions started 
and the day when they ended (‘19 Fevrier’ and ‘23 
Fevrier’), and finally, the name of the surgeon who 
helped in the delivery (‘Servais Cardon’).28 These 
extraneous details, repeated in several letters found in 
this gathering of epistolary correspondence, assured 
the reader of the validity of the event while enabling 
him to retrace the account, should he wish to do so.29 
By providing witnesses, authors insisted on the truth 
of their narrative.

Monsters at court

One of the milieux in which collecting flourished was 
court settings. However, not all anatomical anomalies 
were seen as equally fascinating or necessary; only 
certain varieties commanded higher currency in 
various courts throughout Europe, with one of the 
most prized categories of deformed individuals being 
dwarves. Because they embodied a microcosmic ideal 
of a ruling topos, they succeeded in holding many 
roles in early modern courts.30 This is particularly 
apparent in the Florentine Medici court setting. In 
addition to Bianca Capello’s example, dwarves also 

carried gifts and messages from courts to their satel-
lites or to other independent courts. This tradition 
persisted and there are accounts of dwarves bearing 
presents or correspondence throughout the seven-
teenth century. For instance, on 8 September 1621, 
the Duchess of Mantua Caterina de’ Medici Gonzaga 
(1593-1629) sent her dwarf Morgante back to Grand 
Duchess Maria Magdalena von Habsburg de’ Medici 
(1589-1631) and apologized that he returned late. 
Caterina had retained Morgante in Mantua, planning 
to send unspecified gifts with him to the Medici court, 
but ultimately decided to wait for a safer way to de-
liver the presents and sent Morgante empty-handed.31 
The name chosen for Morgante and the ironic con-
notations attached to such a choice reflected a com-
mon practice. The mocking sarcasm in naming a 
dwarf ‘Morgante’ would have been obvious to anyone 
in and around the Medici court, since it was the name 
of a giant in Luigi Pulci’s Morgante Maggiore (1483). 
Interestingly, the whole letter pertains to the dwarf’s 
situation. The mention of Morgante is neither an after-
thought nor a last-minute addition. The centrality of 
this marginal individual in the correspondence of two 
prominent women attests to the increasingly common 
presence and participation of dwarves in courtly 
matters.

As court dwellers, dwarves dressed up in regal cos-
tumes and participated in elaborate ceremonies. For 
these instances, inventories provide us with valuable 
insight into the importance of the visual appearance of 
dwarves at court. Several entries in guardarobe or in-
ventories of collections listing Medici possessions and 
letters to secretaries verify the sartorial importance 
accorded to the appearance of dwarves in the Medici 
court. Eleonora di Toledo (1522-62) ordered various 
garments between 1543 and 1547 for court dwarves 
Lodovico, Filippino and Gianmaria, including lux-
urious silk garments.32 A letter from 1543 to the ducal 
major-domo mentions, less typically, leather gar-
ments for one of the dwarves.33 Around the same 
time, the major-domo received a letter from a court 
administrator mentioning the need for black silk 
clothes and accessories meant for one of the dwarves.34 
Though most of the correspondence regarding 
dwarves’ clothing was written to and from secretaries 
or, at best, Medici women, there is evidence of the 
men’s knowledge of such garment matters. In 1565, 
Cosimo I (1519-74) wrote to authorize divers pay-
ments, including expenditure related to clothing for 
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the dwarf Gradasso which are eventually found listed 
in inventories.35 By recording the expenditure made 
toward buying garments for dwarves and by writing 
to authorize payments for such garments, court dwell-
ers and secretaries indirectly verbalized the central 
rationale behind the presence of monsters at court: 
they were court dwellers because of their physical 
appearance. Emphasizing the features (through dress) 
that allowed them to exist within the confines of a pa-
lazzo seemed only logical since it justified their pres-
ence at court. Today, it is through portraits and 
inventories that these traces are legible.

The close interaction of the dwarf with his or her 
master or mistress was highly noticeable and cele-
brated. The dwarf was present for most of the courti-
er’s activities and thus garnered knowledge regarding 
the courtier’s likes and dislikes, thoughts, and external 
relationships.36 From gifts and acquisitions, dwarves 
transcended into the status of human beings. In fact, 
the daily proximity of these dwarves to their patrons 
created a unique personal relationship, which often 
lasted many years and traversed several countries.

Catherine de’ Medici followed the tradition of sur-
rounding herself with dwarves. After François I (1494-
1547) and Pope Clement VII (1475-1534) decided that 
she was to be united with Henri d’Orléans (1519-59), 
future Henri II of France, the French court assessed 
all her possessions in an extensive garde robe. In this 
garde robe, a dwarf, Jehan de Nano, was listed as a ‘val-
let de chambre’.37 This inventory of goods continued 
through the years, and inevitably, Jehan de Nano 
appeared repeatedly as Catherine de’ Medici’s ‘vallet 
de chambre’.38 Interestingly, Jehan’s records were not 
separated from his other valet counterparts in the in-
ventory of people and objects: sometimes he appeared 
at the end of the list, sometimes in the middle, some-
times closer to the front rank of the recorded valets. 
The only reference made to Jehan’s physical de-
formity, and thus to his particular position at court, 
was through his suffix. Furthermore, the starting date 
of this inventory preceded Catherine’s arrival in 
France; it is therefore likely that Jehan was in Rome 
with the bride-to-be and followed her to France after 
she married Henri in 1533. Not only did Jehan follow 
his mistress to France, but there is also evidence that 
he was well-cared for. The same inventory lists spe-
cific coats made for children; yet, this list is dated from 
1532, before Catherine and Henri were even married.39 
The child-size garments may have been prepared for a 

dwarf, since no children would have been in Cather-
ine’s immediate care. And, again, no distinction is 
made between the dwarf’s accoutrements and Cather-
ine’s various linens and dresses. This lack of separ-
ation and emphasis is notable since it stands in 
opposition to the belief that dwarves were a represen-
tation of the world turned upside down and thus 
attracted unusual attention. These records silently in-
dicate that they were, in fact, a necessary and normal 
part of courtly spheres and, like other members of the 
court retinue, had their needs accommodated.

Further documents that include inventories point 
to a strong connection between the Queen of France 
and her dwarves. Dated to 1602, a record of succes-
sion based on her previous inventories establishes the 
bequests left from Catherine de’ Medici Valois to 
various members of her family, her retinue, and court 
workers.40 Again, without differentiation, the benefi-
ciaries of her possessions are listed next to the amount 
of money or the belongings they are to receive. From 
the noblewoman Gabrielle de Rochechouart to Noel 
Rousseau, ecuyer de cuisine – courtly chef, the list of 
people is surprisingly homogenous in its written pres-
entation. It is therefore not unexpected that a René 
Rondeau, tailleur des nains (tailor for the dwarves) is 
found between Suzanne Carron, veuve de defunct 
Pierre Godet, luy vivant Paintre & Vallet de Chambre 
(the widow of a painter and court attendant) and 
Mathurin Brossier, Sommier du garde-manger (a clerk 
who dealt with household provisions).41 Undifferenti-
ated from his court counterparts, the job of René 
Rondeau is disarming in its inventoried normality 
next to a court attendant and a food clerk.

In the same vein and in this same record of succes-
sion, a Damoiselle Jeanne Petit is listed as one of Cath-
erine’s direct attendants, again not separated from her 
counterparts at court and her miniature stature indi-
cated only by the ‘petit’ following her name.42 Again, 
the unique reaction that the dwarf’s presence might 
have provoked at court is erased in the reality of inven-
toried goods linked to people. This cancellation, or  
rather expressed lack of emotional wonder might  
be closer to the actual quotidian interactions existing 
between the monsters and their masters.

These interactions were both visually and textually 
recorded and one of the most cited dwarves is Cosimo 
I de’ Medici’s favourite, Morgante (c.1530 – c.1584). In 
1893 a historian first made the connection between an 
entry in a 1553 Medici inventory and a double-sided 
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portrait of a dwarf in the Uffizi.43 This painting was in 
fact Agnolo Bronzino’s (1503-72) double portrait of 
Morgante; executed toward the end of Bronzino’s most 
productive years at Cosimo’s court, this portrait 
formed part of the Grand Duke’s programme to re-
store and redecorate his many residences.44 While sev-
eral court inventories associated dwarves with 
collectible objects by categorizing them as ‘natural 
curiosities’, the records dealing with Bronzino’s Mor-
gante differ in their classification and in fact emphasize 
the liminal place occupied by dwarves at court.

For instance, the aforementioned 1553 Medici inven-
tory allows us to follow the placement of this double-
sided painting in the Palazzo Vecchio. The portrait was 
placed in the Palazzo della Signoria, on a floor set above 
newly built rooms,45 a space intended for guests and for-
eigners visiting the Grand Duke. Consequently the 
works placed in this room were meant to speak to and 
about Cosimo and the Medici family. The other works 
in the room were maps, a globe, paintings of the  
Madonna and Child, and diverse official portraits.46 
Why then would Morgante’s portrait be included in  
this room? Cosimo may have wanted to place a portrait 
of his dwarf in this context simply to demonstrate his 
possessions or to display a visual joke, but I believe that 
he also could have made the painting stand for the 
court’s particular practices and stand almost as a meto-
nymic replacement for his distinctive court rule. In this 
room, Morgante was given a legible identity that linked 
him to the court and the court to him. There is little 
doubt that if Morgante had not been recognizable as an 
individual belonging to and partly defining the Medici 
court, Cosimo would have hesitated to place him in a 
room where his own identity was at stake.

The physical proximity of the dwarves to the family 
they served and the importance they held at court 
again is confirmed not only through architectural 
placement, but also through juxtapositions found in 
more inventories. A telling example is seen in an in-
ventory dating from 1587. Within a category entitled 
Quadri di pittura or paintings, not surprisingly, a list 
includes a portrait of a dwarf recorded on the same 
page and in the same terms as portraits of Medici 
family members such as Cosimo il Vecchio or the 
Prince of Savoy. In fact, this portrait, catalogued 
simply as ‘a portrait of a dwarf unadorned’, stood be-
tween an entry recording the portrait of the Queen of 
France and the portrait of an anonymous man.47 Once 
more, the lack of differentiation points to the ubiqui-

tous presence of dwarves at court and the ways in 
which subsequent records echoed their seamless 
insertion into quotidian court life.

Dwarves’ participation in courtly life also found 
resonance in the establishment of their juridical per-
sonhood, assessed here through records of payment, 
letters, and inventories. For instance, on 10 July 1535, 
Alessandro de’ Medici asked for clemency for his 
imprisoned dwarf from the Duke of Mantua.48 The 
fact that the dwarf was imprisoned speaks to his legal 
responsibility – and thus to the possibility of his jur-
idical personhood – and Alessandro’s request con-
firms the status of the dwarf as a member of his 
entourage, deserving of the same rights and graces. 
Similarly, a Medici secretary wrote to Cosimo I’s state 
secretary to complain about the brutal manners of the 
captain of the Medici guard toward a member of the 
ducal retinue, a dwarf, presumably Morgante.49

More noteworthy is a 1555 legal testamentary docu-
ment written by Cosimo I and giving Morgante a farm 
in the province of Arezzo.50 Not only did Cosimo’s be-
quest grant Morgante full legal status, but the mention 
of Morgante’s wife and legitimate sons as heirs of his 
property confirmed the legal rights of dwarves to 
marry and have legally recognized children on whom 
they could confer property.51 Morgante not only 
received property, clothes, and gifts, but he was also 
paid a retainer. An order of payment sent by Cosimo 
in 1573 requested that the charitable civic loan officers 
of the Florentine Monte di Pietà to pay Morgante ten 
scudi, every year or twice a year, probably as payment 
from the initial capital Cosimo had given them.52 The 
recognition of Morgante’s ability to handle a sum of 
money, and thus to be on a retainer is again a way to 
grant him full legal personhood. Morgante was not an 
exception, as we know that Sebastiano Biaviati and his 
sister Angelica Biaviati, the two dwarves who belonged 
to the Marchese Ferdinando Cospi in Bologna were 
both on salary.53 While not exceptional, the case of 
dwarves being granted independence via their ability 
to receive and manage money is certainly notable as it 
highlights the dichotomy of the dwarf as possessed-
object / legal-subject of the court.

Representing and writing monsters

Given this complication, it is no surprise to see the 
unresolved tension in portraits of Morgante, or of 
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Antonietta Gonsalus (c. 1588 - ?), a hirsute girl fitting 
into another category of popular monsters (Fig. 1). 
These monsters had to navigate courts because of, 
and in spite of their physical appearances, a contradic-
tion not made easy by the strictly framed norms of 
court rules. Most courtiers set the stage for a created 
image of themselves that paralleled the ruler’s image 
at court so as to confirm their congruence with the 
established order of regal authority.54 The presence of 
monsters at court dictated that their visualization fol-
low a similar (or at least a parallel) course to that of the 

other images produced at court. In those images, like-
ness was perhaps a secondary requirement, since ide-
alized qualities following a set visual vocabulary of 
courtly power dictated identity. However, this bal-
ance was problematic for images of monsters: mon-
strous individuals had, by definition, unusual 
appearances. Their images needed to stress the ac-
curacy of their physical features rather than to idealize 
their flawed visual manifestation, since it was pre-
cisely these flaws that allowed them to enter court 
spheres in the first place.

Fig. 1. Lavinia Fontana, 
Portrait of Antonietta Gonsalus, 
oil on canvas, 1595. Musée des 
Beaux-Arts du Château de Blois, 
Blois.
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While idealization was not absent from these 
images, it was not expressed through the same visual 
rhetoric found in common portraits of courtiers. 
Bronzino’s portrait of Morgante, for instance, 
reversed the standard vocabulary of power and self-
presentation by highlighting the dichotomy between 
mimesis and idealization. Monsters enhanced the 
courtly masquerade by mocking it; yet, for their wit to 
have legible currency, this mockery had to use a com-
mon visual vocabulary. This vocabulary was primarily 
visible through their bodies, which their images 
emphasized. Bronzino here established a depiction 
based on an actual event in Morgante’s life (a before 
and after the bird hunt), and he emphasized the ac-
tuality of the dwarf’s body (the painting is life-size). 
However, many elements emphasized its typical 
courtly attributes: the landscape, the painterly work, 
the brushstroke, and the placement of this painting in 
the Palazzo Vecchio. The visual translation of Mor-
gante’s persona followed the same composite channels 
and negotiated the tense social hierarchy in which 
monsters participated by re-establishing a discourse 
of representation able to contain these contiguous 
meanings.

Similarly, Lavinia Fontana’s portrait of Antonietta 
Gonsalus underscores the visual conflicts embedded 
in representing a sentient courtly monster. Antonietta 
was born in the court of Henri II of France and was 
the daughter of Petrus Gonsalus, a man plagued  
with hypertrichosis and originally from the Canary 
Islands. In an account-book related to the expenses of 
the court of Parma and dated to the reign of Ranuccio 
Farnese, an entry from May 1591 reads: ‘Don Pietro 
Gonzales Selvaggio.’55 This entry is the first official 
record of the title and the name given to the Tenerife-
born man whose family became the most painted hir-
sutes in Europe. The conquest of Tenerife in 1495 
marked the end of the Canary Islands’ independence 
and the beginning of their political and territorial 
attachment to the Spanish kingdom. Like many native 
Guanches, Petrus Gonsalus’s fate was to become a 
slave. Paradoxically, however, his odd appearance, 
which would have ostracized him in an independent 
society, saved his life for he was offered not as a com-
mon slave, but rather as a precious gift upon the con-
querors’ return to the mainland.56 A couple of years 
after the conquest of Tenerife, the Venetian ambas-
sador to Spain, Francesco Cappello, returned to the 
Serenissima with gifts and presents brought back from 

the Iberian peninsula. These presents included  
colourful parrots and a strange savage boy – Petrus 
Gonsalus – who could not speak any comprehensible 
language.57 His arrival at the age of ten to the court of 
Henri II of France therefore occurred not as a direct 
Franco-Spanish connection, but via Venice. He was 
then transported from Venice to the French court 
in connection with other courtly diplomatic gifts 
bestowed on the future Henri II upon the death of his 
father, François I, on 31 March 1547.58 In a letter of 
that date, Petrus Gonsalus is given a personality, as 
his language is noted and aspects of his character are 
recorded. The variance of his hair colour and the 
types of clothing he wears contribute to creating an 
identity for the boy who might have otherwise merely 
been recorded as a curious digression of nature, as an 
object to be possessed. While most inventories do not 
attribute human characteristics to the monsters they 
list, epistolary correspondence allows for such trans-
gression, thus emphasizing the dialectics of object/
subject inherent in the lives and records of court  
monsters.

For forty-four years, Petrus Gonsalus lived in 
Paris, as part of Henri II’s court where he received 
military training and a literary education including 
Latin, which made him unusual, even among French 
courtiers.59 During those years, Petrus Gonsalus mar-
ried a glabrous – hairless, smooth-skinned – woman 
named Catherine, with whom he eventually had seven 
children.60 Following the crowning of former Hu-
guenot King Henri de Navarre as Henri IV, King of 
France, many religious disputes and armed conflicts 
arose. After the death of Henri II in 1559, Petrus 
Gonsalus stayed in court under the auspices of 
François II. However, once Catherine de’ Medici 
Valois died and her Catholic son Henri III was assas-
sinated, the Gonsalus family found itself without pro-
tection. Petrus Gonsalus, his wife Catherine, their son 
Enrico, and their daughters Maddalena, Francesca 
and Antonietta eventually found their way to Parma.

Though she was born a monster, Antonietta  
Gonsalus was the daughter of a hairless woman and of 
an educated and respected man whose title had been 
recorded officially as ‘Don’ only three years after her 
birth. The tension existing in showing a monstrous 
looking individual holding a written letter did not es-
cape Lavinia Fontana. Antonietta’s delicate gesture 
and her knowing gaze imply the possibility of literacy. 
Furthermore, the text of the letter stands as a token of 
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the girl’s noble lineage as it states: ‘Don Pietro, wild 
man, was brought from the Canary Islands to the 
Serenissime King of France, Henry. At the present 
time, he is at the court of the Serenissime Duke of 
Parma, where I used to be, Antonietta, and now I am 
with Dona Isabella Pallavicina, the Marchesa of Sor-
agna.’ In the absence of Antonietta’s own words, Isa-
bella Pallavicina, via Fontana’s brush, established for 
her a dignified family tree.61 Her letter neither affirms 
nor denies her position as a courtier

The flowers in Antonietta’s hair emphasize her dual 
nature in a clear, yet subtle way. Two sets of flowers 
are visible: behind her right ear, a sprig of lilies-of-the-
valley, on top of her head, a crown of flowers made of 
clover, snowdrops and a carnation.62 The lily-of-the-
valley stands as a symbol of humility because it blooms 
face down; as a symbol of purity because of its white 
colour and crisp scent; and particularly as a symbol of 
wilderness because it grows without needing care.63 
On the other hand, the crown of flowers on her head 
is an obvious attempt at showing civilized elegance. 
However, even though the flowers in her crown are 
carefully chosen to emphasize humility and femin-
inity – particularly the small rose – all are common 
native species that grow in the wild. The vacillation 
between wild and delicate, humble and savage speaks 
loudly to the dichotomous position of Antonietta. A 
position further highlighted by the loudest unre-
solved visual tension in this portrait: the juxtaposition 
of a carefully detailed monstrous face with luxurious 
garments.64

Written sources confirm the purposeful inconsist-
ency found in Fontana’s portrait. Records show that 
the Gonsalus family was not only assigned a servant 
upon arriving in Parma in May of 1591 but was also 
given a subvention.65 On the other hand, a Medici 
Christmas inventory dated to 1546 lists a box of fruit 
and animals made of sugar, two savage men, masks, 
glass animals, and cloth for socks and undergarments 
for a dwarf.66 This inventory thus lists one type of 
monster (the hirsute subjects) as objects akin to glass 
animals given to Medici children. No rhetorical dif-
ference is noted between the ways in which the objects 
and the monsters are listed. The only potential  
humanizing difference is found in the way in which 
another type of monster (the dwarf) is clearly referred 
to as a subject since he needs garments.

After the death of Henri II in 1559, Petrus Gon-
salus stayed at court under the auspices of François II. 

However, when the King died in 1560, it was Cath-
erine de’ Medici Valois who offered her protection as 
Regent of France to the family of monsters. Owning 
the Gonsalus family did not afford Catherine the 
same status as owning dwarves. While dwarves served 
as social indicators of status, hirsutes were neither 
civilized enough to be part of human societies, nor 
beastly enough to be entirely relegated to the animal 
world. But as European societies became more rigid 
in their structures, hirsute retainers acquired a Rous-
seauesque iconic status and civilized minds associated 
them with the longing for a simpler and untainted 
way of life.67 Catherine’s gesture to protect the Gon-
salus family might not have harkened to a simpler way 
of life, but certainly referred to her husband’s desire 
to educate and shelter the hirsute family. Through 
the kingships of her sons Charles IX and Henri III, 
and eventually through that of her son-in-law Henri 
IV, Catherine did not falter on her pledge to the Gon-
salus family, and by extension to her late husband, in 
spite of the implication of savagery and foreignness 
associated with them.

Interestingly, Catherine’s 1589 testament has no 
entry declaring what is to be left to the Gonsalus 
family. While it states that 2,000 écus be given to each 
of the dwarves, no entry is found for any of the Gon-
saluses.68 This omission complicates the juridical per-
sonhood attributed to the hirsute family. Dwarves’ 
positions oscillated between that of subject/object, as 
is demonstrated in inventories where dwarves appear 
as either objects of curiosity or attendants, or in 
teratological treatises where they are treated as either 
humans or wonders. Because of their rarity, the legal 
position of the hirsutes was not as well-defined. 
Aldrovandi includes them in his book of monsters, in 
the first pages of a treatise that discusses, among oth-
ers, mermaids and dragons. However, Lavinia Fon-
tana paints the little Antonietta Gonsalus as she would 
any other human sitter. Her brother Enrico was given 
as a gift, thus an object, to Cardinal Farnese; yet upon 
his marriage to Girolama di Giacomo Cintura on 15 
June 1602 in the church of Capodimonte, he was offi-
cially made part of the Farnese household through the 
dowry given by the Cardinal to the man’s glabrous 
bride, and he was also allotted a piece of land border-
ing the Farnese estate in Capodimonte.69

As for the man who started this intricate liminal 
stand-off, legal documents attesting to the details of 
the life of Petrus Gonsalus at the court of Henri II only 
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press the issue further. For instance, a François de La 
Vacherie was the gouverneur and had the ‘charge and 
governing authority of the Savage of the King our 
Lord’; he was authorized to give 50 sous per day for the 
‘food, governing, and expenses of the Savage’.70 How-
ever, the title of the de la Vacherie as gouverneur prob-
lematizes the position of the hirsute at court: indeed, 
one could be a gouverneur to either animals or humans.

This unresolved dichotomy becomes even more 
complex after the death of Catherine. Until 1589, the 
Gonsalus family stayed in Paris. It is only then that 
records of their travels to Bologna, Parma, Ferrara 
and Rome appear. The legal assumption is thus that 
while the Reine Mère was alive, protection was guar-
anteed to the hairy monsters; once she passed away, 
their wellbeing was safe no more. They had to rely on 
their wondrous qualities as human-beasts to be 
bought or given as gifts to various courts, as their only 
means of survival. There was very little oscillation in 
their quotidian dealings until they could find their 
ways into suitably protective courts; once this was 
achieved, their human qualities could resurface. One 
could infer that it is precisely this situation Catherine 
sought to avoid for the Gonsaluses: by allowing them 
to remain in Paris, she allowed them to remain human.

The oscillation between object and subject for 
monsters is one that is particularly legible in inven-
tories, in a sense documenting the visual tension 
found in their portraits. Foucault defined the notion 
of the ‘human monster’ as one that was essentially jur-
idical; indeed, for Foucault, what defined the monster 
was the fact that he was, inherently, in violation of so-
cietal laws and in violation of natural laws as well.71 In 
the images and inventories discussed in this article, 
the violence implied by Foucault though not erased, is 
highlighted in a more subtle manner.

While one can appreciate the potential discord 
lying in the combination of the lack of decorum and 
the human qualities that pervaded these depictions, 
the liminal position of monsters at court is best under-
stood in the charged juxtaposition found in written 
records. Dwarves were listed alongside typical 
attendants and, in other inventories, were classified 
as objects of curiosity. Hirsutes’ names were written 
next to those of noblemen who received land, yet 
other inventories listed them as Christmas gifts. The 
association between such living beings and inanimate 
objects shifts the common rhetoric of possession and 
questions the actual position of these monsters at 

court. Also, by ‘inventorying’ these monsters, secre-
taries attempted to classify and categorize them, a 
normalizing impulse applied to their representations, 
one that followed the scientific push for normative 
anatomy. Just as this normalizing impulse created an 
unresolved tension within the surface of the canvas, 
the drive to list monsters alongside ‘normal’ subjects 
and objects emphasized their dual position.

What was made visible in images of monsters and 
what the rigid records imply are in fact the end-results 
of the civilizing process that tamed the violence of the 
subversive monster. The images and the inventories 
served as systems of conventions that integrated dissi-
dence into a regulated frame and were in fact violent 
in their imposition of a controlled aesthetic and rhet-
oric for monsters.72 Neither wondrous objects lying 
still in a cabinet of curiosities, nor generic anonymous 
individuals roaming through high social spheres like 
other courtiers, monsters challenged both structures. 
Their portraits and their records highlighted the di-
chotomous position they held in both a factual sphere 
and its associated collective imaginary world.
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