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A Medieval Heroine in Baroque Guise: Urban VIII’s Devotion to
Matilda of Canossa and its Medial Intersections

MIRIAM HOLTKAMP

Introduction

Throughout history, few popes have exhibited not only an extraordinary interest in the
arts but also active participation in artistic creation'. Pope Urban VIII Barberini (1568-
1644) is a prime example of this rare intersection between patronage and personal
creativity, particularly in his devotion to Matilda of Canossa (c. 1046-1115). Urban VIII
did not merely commission artworks in her honour, he also wrote and published an
ode dedicated to her. This unique combination of personal literary production and
visual commemoration of a medieval ruler raises numerous questions about the
Pontiff’s motivations and the broader cultural implications of such works.

While Urban VIII’s poetic and artistic tributes to Matilda have been the subject
of some scholarly attention, the exact relationship between his writings and the
frescoes he commissioned for the Sala della Contessa Matilde in the Vatican's Apostolic
Palace remains underexplored”. The same holds true for the literary tradition of the
Countess’ life: even though it has been the subject of studies as such, a comparative
approach remains to be conducted’. This gap in scholarship suggests an opportunity
to examine the connections between Urban VIII’s textual and visual devotions from
an interdisciplinary perspective as well as the broader transmission of Matilda’s legacy
in this context.

The core of this analysis will focus on the Sala della Contessa Matilde, a unique
example of Urban VIII’s artistic endeavours. This room, adorned with frescoes
portraying key events of Matilda’s life, provides a window into the papal strategy of
using historical figures for contemporary purposes. Urban VIII’s choice of Matilda as

a subject is particularly intriguing when considered alongside her biographies written

1'This article draws on research carried out in the framework of an ongoing doctoral dissertation, though
the arguments presented here are discussed in their own right.

2 To date, the research on the Sala della Contessa Matilde remains relatively sparse, with only a few
comprehensive studies available. However, the following works should be mentioned: Hess 1967 and
P. Guerrini, in I mille volti 2003, pp. 97-101, n. IV.4 provide extensive descriptions of the room, naming
all the depicted scenes. The most recent study is presented by Rodolfo 2023, who analyses the room in
the context of Urban VIII’s other commissions within the Apostolic Palace. On Urban VIII and Matilda
of Canossa see e.g: Andretta 2003; Spagnesi 2021.

3 Scholarly work concerning Matilda of Canossa is in fact so vast that an exhaustive and comprehensive
list would go beyond the scope of this article. Instead, the most relevant titles concerning this paper’s
specific topic can be traced below and further information will be referenced whenever necessary.
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both during her lifetime and his pontificate. These biographies, along with the Pope’s
own poem, offer rich material for examining how the medieval ruler was depicted and
reinterpreted during this period. Key questions to address are why Urban VIII
specifically selected Matilda as the central figure and how the thematic program of the
Sala came into existence, given the absence of any precedents. These two inquiries are
closely interrelated, and it can be assumed that an interdisciplinary approach —
integrating art historical analysis with an examination of literary sources — may offer
valuable insights into both.

Matilda of Canossa in Visual Art and Literature

While much has been written about Mathilda of Canossa by literary and scholarly
authors alike, it can be challenging to distinguish between the legend, myth, and
historical facts surrounding her*. It can be stated with certainty, however, that Matilda
belonged to the noble family of Canossa, which expanded their rule spanning vast
territories of northern and central Italy over several generations’. She is best known
for her involvement in the Investiture Controversy, particularly during the famous
events at Canossa, where Emperor Henry IV sought absolution from Pope Gregory
VII. She also played a crucial role in the Church’s power consolidation through the so-
called Matildine Donation, which, alongside the earlier and probably forged Donation of
Constantine, legitimizes the Pope’s territorial claims. These actions, in combination with
open warfare against the Emperor in support of the Pope, contributed significantly to
her reputation as a defender of the Church.

As a woman in the Middle Ages who was neither empress nor queen or abbess,
the amount we know about her as a historical figure is remarkable. This can largely be
attributed to the [72a Mathildis by Donizo, which serves not only as a historical source
but also as the first literary treatment of her life’. The subsequent vast literary tradition
has been aptly studied’, and shall only be recounted here in reasonable brevity: Matilda
is referenced by various prominent authors like Dante Alighieri from the Middle Ages
onwards and even though her role, more often than not, is relatively minor, her
presence is significant nevertheless, indicating she was prominent enough to be
included®. Apart from literary works that feature her as a (more or less fictional)
character, a large number of biographies — either translations and editions of the 17
Mathildis or entirely new works — emerged since the fifteenth century at the latest’.

4 Concerning the myth of Matilda of Canossa see especially: Golinelli 1997; I mille volti 2003. For a
fundamental, exceptionally detailed account of historical documents and letters concerning Matilda see:
Goez 1998.

5 On the family’s history and territories see e.g.: Fumagalli 1984, pp. 27-39; Goez 2012.

¢ Donizo, Iita Mathildis, c. 1115, Citta del Vaticano, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vat. Lat. 4922. This
manuscript will be examined later in greater detail and is henceforth simply called 1722 Mathildis.

7 See especially: Golinelli 1997.

8 Dante Alighieri, Commedia, Purg., canto XXVIII, for a detailed account of these and other appearances,
e.g. by Petrarch, Boccaccio or Aristo see: Golinelli 1997, pp. 8-9, 19.

? For a more detailed account of these biographies see: Paoli 2001; Golinelli 1997, p. 10.
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A Medijeval Heroine in Barogue Guise 81

Furthermore, a particularly remarkable role of Matilda in early modern Italian literature
is that of the exemplary female ruler. Several authors use her as a role model for their
patrons, mostly noblewomen who might've been or were intended to be rulers
themselves'’. Despite these extensive literary sources, Matilda’s depiction in visual
artworks is surprisingly scarce. One of the earliest representations of hers is found in
the aforementioned 1722 Mathildis, where only two miniatures portray her, despite the
work’s extensive narrative about her life. Throughout the Middle Ages and beyond,
she does occasionally appear in individual images, but never in elaborate visual cycles
dedicated solely to her. Typically, these images do not focus on Matilda as a central
historical figure. Instead, they often depict her in relation to other more prominent
figures or alongside other rulers in broader historical contexts. This pattern can be
observed in the form of miniatures within other medieval manuscripts'' or as fresco
paintings in places like the Medicean Z/a di Poggio Imperiale in Florence, where she is
part of a larger fresco cycle, similar to the Stanza dell'Incendio and the Sala Regia in the
Vatican’s Apostolic Palace™.

While Matilda maintained a steady presence, more so in textual than visual art,
it wasn’t until Pope Urban VIII that her visual representation gained particular
emphasis. His artistic commissions highlight an increased interest in presenting her as
a significant and active figure, particularly in her role as a defender of the Church. In
combination with the disparity between her literary and artistic treatment, this makes
it all the more fascinating to examine the fresco cycle and consider how it came into
being.

The Sala della Contessa Matilde 2z the 1 atican’s Apostolic Palace

The so-called Sala della Contessa Matilde is located on the second floor of the Apostolic
Palace in the Vatican, connecting the older papal apartments of Popes Julius II and
Leo X with the newly built ones of Sixtus V and Gregory XIII. The inscription within
one of the faux-painted overdoors inside the room refers not only to its commissioner,
Pope Urban VIII, and the construction date, 1632, but also highlights the room’s role
as a connective element, linking the old and new sections of the complex to unify it
into a single cohesive palace (fig. 1)".

At first glance, the room doesn’t appear exceptionally remarkable. While it
certainly is lavishly decorated, it is not particularly large (12,8mXx5,2m) and its
decoration follows a common display scheme for fresco cycles that depict historical

10 E.g.: Arienti, ed. 1888; Dufour, ed. 1970; For more information see: Paoli 2001, pp. 176-179.

11 Anselm of Canterbury, Orationes, c. 1160, Admont, Stiftsbibliothek, ms. 289, fol. 1v.

12 Gravanis 2021 convincingly argues on the basis of a surviving drawing that Matilda was depicted in
the dado of the Stanza dell’Incendio, although this fresco is now lost. On the Sa/a Regia see, among others,
Béck 1997.

13 The inscription reads: <URBANUS VIII PONT MAX — VETERES AEDES A NOVIS SECRETAS
— INTERMEDIO EXCITATO AEDIFICIO — CONIUNXIT — ITA UT IN UNUM EIUSDEM
STRUCTURAE — PALATIUM CONFORMARETUR — ANNO SAL MDCXXXII — PONTIF X».
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82 MIRIAM HOLTKAMP

scenes, established some hundred years before and used ever since: it consists of #rompe-
l'wil architecture framing inset panels that depict historical scenes on the walls and
ceiling. Allegorical representations of virtues surround these historical depictions,
which symbolize moral qualities and ideals connected to the central narrative. Upon
closer inspection, though, it is a peculiar room that demands scholarly attention, mainly
since its specific content is unprecedented in the pictorial arts, at least in this scope:
surviving commission records refer to the fresco program as «Istoria della Contessa
Matilda»", detailing the thematic focus on the Countess’ life. These documents also
confirm that payments to the painter Giovanni Francesco Romanelli were made
between 1637 and 1642, allowing for a more precise dating of the frescoes. However,
these documents do not clarify any further which scenes are depicted. Fortunately, at
least two descriptions of the Apostolic Palace, published relatively close to the time in
question, have been preserved: those by Giovanni Pietro Chattard"” and Agostino
Taja'’, although the latter does not describe the complete fresco program in detail.
Chattard notes that an allegorical representation of the Tiber, which also shows
Matilda with her troops and a fortress, is depicted initially on the left side of the
entrance'’. Jacob Hess identifies this scene as the reconquest of Castel Sant’Angelo by
Matilda’s forces'. Next follows one of the room’s two larger panels, which shows the
Absolution of Emperor Henry IV by Pope Gregory VII at Canossa in 1077".
Additionally, there is another narrow panel on this wall, that depicts the Pope with
Matilda and several cardinals®. Hess describes the scene in more detail as Pope Urban
IT’s visit to the Countess upon his return from the Council of Clermont-Ferrand®.
Continuing clockwise around the room, the first smaller panel on the opposite wall is
occupied by a window. This is followed by another larger panel, which Chattard
describes as a meeting between the Pope and Matilda®, though Hess interprets it as a
depiction of the Matildine Donation™. The last scene on this wall is desctibed by Chattard
as a gathering between Matilda and Pope Alexander II, who bears the portrait features
of Urban VIII (fig. 2)**. While his identification of the commissioner is cotrect, the
depiction of Alexander II is highly questionable, since the historical timelines do not
align here”. It is much more likely that this painting shows Pope Urban VIII’s

14 Pollak 1928, p. 389.

15 Chattard 1762-1767, 1, 1762.

16 Jt is important to note that his Descrizione del Palazzo Apostolico 1V aticano was published posthumously
and was therefore written even closer to the actual creation of the Sala della Contessa Matilde, probably
around 1712, as stated by the editor, Niccolo Pagliarini in the Prefagione of this work; Taja 1750, p. 25.
17 Chattard 1762-1767, 1, 1762, pp. 186-187.

18 Hess 1967, p. 106.

19 Chattard 1762-1767, 1, 1762, p. 187.

20 Ivi, p. 187.

21 Hess 1967, p. 106.

22 Chattard 1762-1767, 1, 1762, pp. 187-188.

23 Hess 1967, p. 106.

2 Chattard 1762-1767, 1, 1762, p. 188.

2 Pope Alexander II passed away in 1073, his pontificate therefore predates most of Matilda’s rule and
the relevant events concerning it. Donizo also mentions this pope solely in the first part of his book
during her mother Beatrice’s reign.
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namesake and predecessor Urban II, who presents the Countess to St. Anselm of
Canterbury at the Lateran Synod in 1099*. The narrow sides of the room do not
contain panels with narrative scenes, as doors are inserted there, which are crowned
by the Pontiff’s coat of arms and the inscription already mentioned. The doors, like
the painted windows in the lunettes above them, are each flanked by a pair of
allegorical virtues. On the barrel-vaulted ceiling of the room similar panels can be
found with further narrative scenes, which, like the wall panels, are divided by painted
faux architecture with flanking allegories (fig. 3). They depict more general events like
Matilda overseeing the construction of a church, the donation of cult objects, and the
incarceration of a prisoner”. However, also shown are two historical encounters, one
with the Empress Praxedis and another one with St. Anselm of Canterbury™.

It is important to note that none of the scenes are titled or described in any
way inside the room. While some of them might have been commonly recognized even
without inscriptions, solely based on context clues the overarching subject itself offers,
others are proven to have procured misunderstandings over time as stated above. Even
though the Countess’ life was probably more widely known in the seventeenth century
than it is today, the general familiarity of specific events depicted is questionable. This
observation raises the questions of who actually saw the room, to whom the frescoes
were addressed, and what their intended effect could have been. Paola Guetrini
concludes, based on the location of the Sak in the Apostolic Palace, that this
connecting room was used by foreign princes and ambassadors as a passageway to and
from their appartament?”. This is supported by Agostino Taja, who describes the room
in direct connection with an «appartamento de’ Principi forestieri»™.

A discussion about which spectator could have known the scenes without
written help remains speculative, however, it can be assumed that the inventor of the
room’s pictorial program consciously chose not to disclose the episodes in more clarity
since precedents of the contrary practice are not too far to be found: a prime example
for this is the famous Salz Regia, also located in the Apostolic Palace, in which the
historic scenes and events are minutely titled and described, to give every visitor the
ability to identify and understand the scenes easily’’. A plausible explanation for the
lack of descriptions may lie in the fact that recognizing individual scenes was less
significant than grasping the overarching theme of papal supremacy and virtuous
support for the Church. The straightforward, easily readable arrangement of the scenes
plays a crucial role in this. Rather than adopting the most fashionable or extravagant
styles of the time, the frescoes take a different approach. They are a traditional way of

26 Hess 1967, p. 106.

27 Ivi, p. 107.

28 Chattard 1762-1767, 1, 1762, p. 189; Chattard fails to precisely name most of these scenes on the
ceiling. He explains, for example, that Matilda is meeting «una Regina» but does not identify her as
Empress Praxedis, even though studying Matilda’s "7/ suggests that, apart from her mother, this is the
only woman likely to be featured in a fresco cycle recounting important events of her life.

2 P. Guerrini, in I mille volti 2003, pp. 97-101, n. IV .4, p. 101.

30 Taja 1750, p. 192.

31 For more information on this room, the specifics of the inscriptions and their influence on the viewer

see: de Jong 2003.
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84 MIRIAM HOLTKAMP

presentation with a clear pictorial message and therefore correspond to the viewing
habits of the contemporary visitors. This way, form and content of the frescoes are
tailored precisely to their target group and intended reception.

In terms of content, the imagery and iconography of the Sa/a della Contessa
Matilde convey a narrative centred around the Countess’ exemplary actions. Whereas
the Pope is depicted as the good-natured and forgiving head of the Church, whom the
Countess serves, he is not presented as the active main character. Instead, Matilda is
the protagonist of the scenes, portrayed in a very positive light, and thus convincingly
offers the viewer the opportunity to reflect on their own actions. This disposition is
the premise for the intended reception and possibly even for influencing the visitors
own attitude in accordance with the Pope’s objectives, without overemphasizing his
self-presentation and thereby coming across as overwhelming or intrusive. This
argument can also be extended to the use of the cryptoportrait in the frescoes (fig. 2),
which plays a dual role: serving the purpose of papal representation and adhering to
established artistic traditions, which gives the work a sense of timeless authority. By
stepping into the role of the eleventh-century Pope, Urban VIII symbolically aligns
himself with the papal office and its historic legacy. In this case, the portrait not only
nods to earlier Vatican room decorations™ but also functions as a stand-in for dynastic
representation, emphasizing the continuous legitimacy of papal succession. The
representation here focuses more on the role of the papacy rather than Urban VIII as

an individual, showcasing the eternal nature of the office itself.

Clear Viisnal Language as Didactic Method: Matilda’s Tomb in St. Peter’s Basilica

A closer examination of Urban VIII’s second commission dedicated to Matilda
reinforces these insights. Despite its minimal narrative imagery, the tomb monument
communicates a similarly profound message through its clear symbolic language that
aligns with the Pope’s objectives (fig. 4).

In 1633, Urban VIII assigned Gianlorenzo Bernini the creation of a funerary
monument for Matilda in St. Peter’s Basilica. This monument is remarkable, not only
because of the adventurous procurement of her mortal remains that were translocated
from San Benedetto del Po to Rome, to which the inscription® on the tomb bears

witness™. Other remarkable aspects are the monuments’ position and imagery: it is the

32The use of cryptoportraits is especially prominent in Raphael’s S7anze, where not only the portraits of
the Popes Julius IT and Leo X are inserted into historic scenes but also, among others, King Francis I
of France.

3 The inscription reads: «URBANUS VIII PONT MAX — COMITISSAE MATHILDI VIRILIS
ANIMI FOEMINAE - SEDIS APOSTOLICAE PROPUGNATRICI — PIETATE INSIGNI
LIBERALITATE CELEBERRIMAE - HUC EX MANTUANO SANCTI BENEDICTI -
COENOBIO TRANSLATIS OSSIBUS — GRATUS AETERNAE LAUDIS PROMERITUM — MON
POS AN M DC XXXV».

3 This translocation happened despite the fierce opposition of both the local Benedictines and the Duke
of Mantua. For detailed examinations of Matilda’s tomb in St. Peter’s and its history see: Scott 1985;
Andretta 1989; Tita 2014.
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first tomb of a non-holy woman in St. Peter’s and ranks prominently alongside papal
burial monuments on the second pillar from the east towards the northern aisle. In
both works dedicated to Matilda the form and content seem to be very similarly
adapted to the viewer and the spatial context: much like the arrangement in the
Apostolic Palace, Scott notes that the placement of her tomb, aligned with the entrance
through the Porta Sancta, is especially tailored to accommodate visiting pilgrims,
including catholic princes™. Also, it is particularly striking that here, too, the exemplary
actions of the secular ruler are visualized in an almost didactic manner: Matilda of
Canossa is depicted larger than life as a standing figure in a semi-circular niche with a
sarcophagus and putti. In her right hand, she holds a sceptre, which indicates her
exercise of authority as sovereign, while the tiara and key in her left hand refer to her
dedicated support of the Pope. Cassette reliefs in the pillars and arched soffits around
her show, among other things, trophies, helmets, shields, and palm branches, that
identify her as a successful and victorious, decidedly belligerent, ruler. This is clearly
not the tomb of a saint — after all, Matilda was never canonized — but rather the resting
place of a territorial ruler who rendered extraordinary support to the Pope and the
Church. It is this remarkable alliance that earned her the distinction of such an honour.
The fact that she is depicted in armour further emphasizes her role as a defender of
the Church, highlighting her worldly authority and martial prowess rather than spiritual
sanctity.

The decision to commission Bernini, one of the most celebrated artists of his
time, along with the prominent and unusual placement within St. Peter’s, and the
portrayal of Matilda as a military leader were undoubtedly noteworthy choices.
However, they were not solely artistic or meant to provoke. Rather, they carried
significant political implications, underscoring Matilda’s worldly authority and her
strategic alliance with the Church during critical moments of its history. These
similarities between the discussed artworks indicate that the artistic program might
have been invented under a unified vision, aiming to communicate a cohesive narrative
about Christian rulership. Francesco Maria Fiorentini’s reference to the monument in
his Mewmsorie di Matilda la gran Contessa (1642) further suggests that the various depictions
of Matilda were deliberately interconnected™, with Urban VIIDs influence permeating
both the iconography and overarching message. This seventeenth-century biography
is significant in this context because, firstly, it is praised by contemporaries and modern
scholars alike for its historiographic approach, showcasing relatively strong historical
accuracy and factuality. Secondly, we can assume that this work is closely tied to Pope
Urban VIII and his art patronage, since Fiorentini addresses the Pope directly in the
dedication and also had familial ties to him”". The combination of both makes it highly

3 Scott 1985, p. 125.

3 Fiorentini 1642, pp. 2-3: «Con questo dono ricco altrettanto di sentimenti devoti, quant’e piu scarzo
di proportionati ornamenti, seguendo 'orme de Santissimi Piedi riverisco nel Vaticano le trasferite
reliquie di Matilda, che negli oracoli della SANTITA V. fu dichiarata Propugnacolo della Chiesa
Cattolica».

37 Paoli not only analyses and contextualises the Memorie but also describes Fiorentini’s familial ties to
the Pope in more detail: Paoli 2001, pp. 206-214.
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plausible that the Pope, deeply knowledgeable and invested in Matilda’s historical
legacy, played a pivotal role in shaping the thematic direction of these works — and did
so intentionally — ensuring they aligned with his broader ecclesiastical and political
objectives.

Urban V111, the Poet Pope: The Ode in Lode della Contessa Matilda

Pope Urban VIII’s artistic endeavours extend beyond his role as a patron, marking
him as one of the few pontiffs who engaged in the direct creation of art, specifically
poetry, on such a public and prolific scale. While other popes before him dabbled in
the arts, and Alexander VII Chigi (1599-1667), in particular, followed in these
footsteps, Urban VIII stands out for his literary output™. To further understand Urban
VIII’s deep admiration for Matilda of Canossa, it is crucial to examine his own artistic
contributions, since his work reveals more about his veneration for the medieval
countess than any commissioned artwork could. While one can only speculate about
his involvement in the design of the frescoes or the tomb dedicated to Matilda, his
poem presents a first-hand account like no other.

The poem in question is called Ode in Lode della Contessa Matilda and was
published within a volume of Italian poetry — not Neo-Latin, which might have been
the more obvious choice in this time period — titled Poesie Toscane del Card. Maffeo
Barberini hoggi Papa Urbano Ottavo. This anthology combines several poems, most of
which Pope Urban VIII wrote in his youth, before their publication date in 1635. They
are hard to date individually, but Rietbergen suggests a timespan between 1580 and
1600 for most of them™. He theorizes, however, that the Ode in Lode was written later,
not alongside the others, but rather more closely connected to the creation of her tomb
monument in the 1630s".

This volume contains 73 sonnets on various subjects, accompanied by two
hymns and an ode, the latter being the notable piece dedicated to Matilda*. This ode
stands out not only due to its unique form, which diverges from the other poems, but
also because of its position at the very end of the collection. It employs a triadic
structure of Strfe, Antistrofe, and Epodo, with the first two each consisting of 14 lines,
and the latter containing only 11 lines. This pattern is repeated three times, but the
rhyme scheme and meter slightly vary between sections. Generally, the S#ofe and
Antistrofe use endecasillabi, interspersed with occasional shorter lines of seven syllables,
creating rhythmic variation, that is enhanced by the Epodo’s even greater divergences.

3 On papal poetry from Baroque to Risorgimento see: Harrison 2024.

¥ Rietbergen 2006, p. 98.

40 Ivi, p. 105; This suggestion seems plausible based on his categorisation of different petiods within
Urban VIII’s poetry and their topics in alignment with other artistic activity and the historical context
surrounding them, however, it should be noted that Rietbergen’s very short passage about the Ode in
Lode does not describe in detail how this dating comes about.

4 'The two hymns are similarly titled: Inno in Lode della Beata 1 ergine and Inno in Lode del Santo Ré Davide,
suggesting Matilda’s rank alongside the Mother of Christ and King David, which seems to be an
exceptional honour.

FINXIT
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Regarding the rhyme scheme, while the S#vfe and Antistrofe follow a complex yet
consistent pattern with only minor deviations, the Epodo's thyme structure is less
regular. Overall, the poem’s varied yet repeating rhyme structure and stable meter
produce a dynamic and musical effect, that aligns with the characteristics of the
Pindaric Ode, known for its celebratory and varied nature”. Instead of a natrative
structure, the work focuses on an encomiastic account of the Countess’ character, life,
and deeds. This lack of a precise overarching narrative is not so much an extraordinary
choice by the author as it is due to the poems’ form of an ode, which pursues different
aims and objectives and therefore differs from an epic, for example, that favours a
much more narrative style.

The central theme of the poem are Matilda’s character traits such as her virtue,
modesty and faith, which exemplify her as a person, ruler and defender of the Church:
in the ode this defence is described as explicitly belligerent, but without mentioning
specific historical events for the most part”. For example, she is described as: «Del
sesso feminil fulgida luce, / Prode guerriera, e Duce»™ in the first Antistrofe, however
when mentioning her actions, the author remains mostly vague: «Duri casi affronto;
ma dielle al male / Il ciel possanza eguale, / Ch’il sacro seggio da mortali offese / Con
cuor’ardito e inuitta man difese»”. These expressions resemble the inscription on her
tomb in St. Peter’s Basilica by explicitly mentioning her sex and the defence of the
Apostolic See, differing only in the specific wording and, of course, the language. In
combination with the explicit mention of the Vatican as a decidedly vocal place for her

veneration at the end of the ode*

, it seems more than likely to assume a connection
between the publication of this poem and the erection of her tomb monument in St.
Peter’s, as Rietbergen suggests.

One key similarity that runs through all three works dedicated to Matilda of
Canossa is their strong didactic narrative. Each piece seems designed not just to
commemorate, but to instruct. For example, a quasi-miraculous event is described
within the poem, where God comes to Matilda’s aid during a moment of distress, an
occutrence attributed to her piety and unwavering commitment to the Church*. On
one hand, this miraculous intervention reinforces her status as a model of virtue and
loyalty to the papacy, which aligns with the overarching moral and instructional
purpose of these works. On the other hand, it implicates the benefits of leading a pious
and virtuous life by showcasing the imminent support of God in times of need. In
terms of the actual content, the parallels between the poem and the frescoes remain
on this more abstract level: both works exalt and praise Matilda, presenting her as an

42 For both more general and detailed information on the poetry of Urban VIII see: Rietbergen 2006;
Harrison 2024. Also, on the use and (political) function of the Pindaric Ode see: Revard 2009; Véhler
2005.

4 The only exception being the explicit mention of the schism and her animosities with Guibert of
Ravenna (later Antipope Clement I1II), Ode in Lode, Strofe 11, vv. 12-13.

44 Ode in Lode 1635, Antistrofe 1, vv. 5-6.

45 Ode in Lode 1635, Antistrofe 11, vv. 5-8.

4 Ode in Lode 1635, Epodo III, vv. 1-3: «Cosi il ctin ti corono, e bramo intanto / Tromba, da cui
rimbombi in Vaticano / Encomio eterno di tua larga manoy; Rietbergen 2006, p. 105.

47 Ode in Lode 1635, Strofe TI1.
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exemplary ruler and demonstrating the veneration that Urban VIII showed her,
possibly in the context of his general political strategy. On a narrative level, it can be
stated that there are few similarities, since the poem does not describe any specific
historic events or scenes. Therefore, it also cannot offer any further clues about the
genesis of the pictorial program in the Apostolic Palace.

The medieval source: Donizo’s Vita Mathildis (¢. 1775)

It seems essential at this point to address the aforementioned 172z Mathildis, as it is
likely that this medieval source not only plays an important role in preserving her story
but also influenced later representations. The codex in the Biblioteca Apostolica
Vaticana with the signature VVaticanus Latinus 4922 contains the original text of the so-
called 17ta Mathildis, which was later printed, translated, and edited multiple times. This
work is particularly noteworthy because it was written during her lifetime by Donizo,
a monk at the monastery of Sant’Apollonio in Canossa, who therefore was in closest
proximity to Matilda herself. It is believed that the manuscript was completed shortly
before her death but was never delivered to her*.

The epic recounts the entire genealogy and history of the family of Canossa,
with Matilda being the final and crowning figure. It is divided into two equal parts with
the first covering the origins of the family from Adalbert «Atto» (1 988) onwards, while
the second focuses on Matilda’s life and deeds until her death in 1115. Both parts are
further subdivided into chapters based on significant episodes of the family’s history.
Formally, the 177a Mathildis is composed of 2934 Latin lines, most of which are written
in leonine hexameter. Additionally, the work is characterized by several unique
features: Donizo demonstrates his literary skill with highly complex structures, such as
acrostics at the beginning of certain lines*. This attention to detail is also reflected in
the manuscript's lavish embellishments, including elaborate initials, rubrics, and seven
full-page miniatures™. Notably, most of the miniatures are concentrated in the first
part of the book, with only one illustration in the second part, showing Matilda
enthroned and the Emperor kneeling in front of her. She herself appears in only two
miniatures overall, the other one being a dedication image at the beginning of the

48 The final lines of the second book are followed by an additional text on f. 86z, titled: «kDE INSIGNI
OBITU MEMORANDAE COMITISSAE MATHILDIS» in which Donizo explains how he was just
binding the finished books to present them to Matilda, when a messenger told him about her death.

4 See for example f. 8r-9v, where the first letters of each line spell combined: «FILIAM MATHILDIS
BONIFACII BEATRICIS NUNC ANCILLA DEI FILIA DIGNA PETRI».

0 These miniatures, which ate of significant iconographic interest, have been studied by scholars such
as Cecchi 1971; Huth 1997.

FINXIT



A Medijeval Heroine in Barogue Guise 89

volume™'. The other images depict her family members as well as important events of
their dynasty™.

The text adheres to the conventions of epic poetry, and thus cannot be
regarded as a strictly historical document. Modern historians can identify certain
inaccuracies, omissions, and subjective interpretations in the text”. However, Donizo
provides a unique portrait of the Countess that may not have been passed on
otherwise. It is also one of the few medieval biographies that does not focus on a
reigning monarch or high-ranking church official such as a bishop or abbot™. Both
Matilda’s gender and her relatively low noble rank make her an exceptional protagonist
for a medieval biography, even more so for such a grandly adorned one™.

When comparing the content of the "7z Mathildis with the representations in
the Sala della Contessa Matilde, certain observations emerge: in comparison to the main
events described in the 17774, it becomes apparent that she is not explicitly presented
as a territorial ruler in the frescoes, but rather appears in her role as defender and
supporter of the church. The scenes chosen for the Sa/ do not represent her greatest
military triumphs, defence of her own territory or governing prowess explicitly. In
contrast, the 17ta Mathildis places an emphasis on Matilda’s dedication to the Church
at various points, portraying her both as a gracious hostess and a military leader. This
is especially evident in the first three chapters of the second book, where her actions
as a protector of the papacy are highlighted. Additionally, however, the 1777 also
explores her involvement in other significant activities, such as her conflicts with the

b

city of Mantua and her participation in several sieges and battles™, showcasing her
multifaceted role as both a political and military figure. One might suggest that Urban
VIII perhaps did not know of these scenes and therefore only chose the ones depicted.
However, this assumption can be disproven by both the newly published editions of
the 1ita Mathildis and other biographies during his lifetime’” as well as the provenance
of the original, which was already housed in the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana by the

time of his pontiﬁcate58.

51 'The entire manuscript can be viewed online as a digital copy by the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana:
<https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS Vatlat.4922>; The miniatures showing Matilda can be found on f.
7v and f. 49t.

52 In addition to dynastic depictions, the miniatures also show, for example, the miracle of St. Apollonius
(f. 191). For further information on these miniatures see: Huth 1997, pp. 110-113.

53 Berschin explains, that Donizo not only omits unfavourable aspects like the murder of her father
Boniface or her mother Beatrice’s second martiage, but even both of her own marriages, Berschin 2001,
p. 497; see also: Huth 1997, p. 102.

54 Extensively on the topic of Latin biographies in the Middle Ages: Berschin 2004, especially on the
hero of medieval biographies: Berschin 2004, pp. 35-36.

55 Berschin remarks that only Emperor Henry IV compares to the extent of Matilda’s literary treatment
during her time, Berschin 2001, p. 495.

%6 See especially chapters III-VIIII of the 772 Mathildis that describe the sieges of Mantua, Monteveglio
and Nogara as well as the Battle at Trecontai.

57 See, for example: Canobbio 1593; Fiorentini 1642.

58 A handwritten note on f. 1r names Cardinal Sitletus as the owner of the book. Sources confirm that
the manuscript, along with other works in his possession, was transferred to the custody of the
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana during the pontificate of Pope Paul V, and was therefore also available
to Urban VIII; Platner e# a/. 1834, pp. 312-313.
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Typology and Continuity: Matilda of Canossa as a Symibol of Papal Authority

The analysis of different media portraying Matilda of Canossa in relation to her
depiction in the Sala della Contessa Matilde and Urban VIII’s veneration of her reveals
both the unique characteristics of each medium and the shared thematic elements
across them. Each form of expression — literature, visual art, or poetry — adapts the
subject matter according to its format and the intentions behind it, reflecting distinct
aspects of Matilda’s persona and legacy. Similar to the rhetorical concept of decorum,
where style is tailored to suit the subject and audience, the various portrayals of Matilda
across different media are shaped to align with their respective purposes, revealing
layers of meaning specific to their format™. However, there are also notable similarities
across these works, which highlight the interdisciplinary nature of artistic activities of
the time. In Urban VIII’s works, Matilda is portrayed as an active figure, the
protagonist, even as a warrior, as seen in both the Ode and the tomb, which aligns with
her depiction in Donizo’s I7ta. However, in the Ode, Matilda is depicted more as an
individual, echoing the focus of the 1774, whereas in the tomb and the Sa/a, she is
always positioned in relation to the Church or other figures and institutions, reflecting
her role within a broader context.

One particularly striking difference is the omission of Matilda’s genealogy in
the Sa/a, which contrasts with the heavy emphasis on her lineage in the I77%. This
apparently deliberate choice by Urban VIII appears to shift the focus away from
Matilda as a singular historical figure and towards her symbolic role as a ruler. Although
there was both the opportunity of and interest in documenting her historical persona
in detail, as seen in Fiorentini’s Mesmorze, this was not the priority of the Sa/a or the
tomb. This deliberate focus ties into the clear and structured visual language and
iconography of both works. Their didactic function is evident, not only in the
simplicity of their composition but also in their subtle and measured portrayal of papal
supremacy. Through this representation, Urban VIII manages to emphasize Matilda’s
exemplary role in supporting the Church, while also reflecting his own authority and
legacy in a restrained yet effective manner.

The extraordinary selection of Matilda as a subject, as well as the close temporal
proximity of the creation of the Ode, the tomb, and the Sala della Contessa Matilde,
suggests that there may be more specific reasons related to the historical context that
influenced this choice. In this context, the principle of typology as a method of
interpreting history comes to mind. According to this, past historical events are used,
possibly even reinterpreted and suitably staged, to contextualize contemporary events
or to provide corresponding guidelines for action, which are legitimized by referencing
historical exempla®.

5 In this sense, the Sala della Contessa Matilde, with its clear design, aligns with the post-Tridentine artistic
principles, which were closely tied to the concept of decorum. For further reference, especially in the
Early Modern period, see among others: Thimann 2003, pp. 66-67; Kanz 2009.

% For both a detailed definition of the concept of typology in this context as well as various case studies
see: Bohn 1988.
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To begin with, the challenges the papacy faced during Urban VIII’s reign bear
striking similarities to those during Matilda’s lifetime. Both periods were marked by
major schisms in the Church. In Matilda’s time, the East-West Schism of 1054 divided
the Christian world, while Utban VIII had to deal with the aftermath of the
Reformation, which had fractured Christianity even further. These divisions directly
challenged papal authority, making Matilda, who had defended the Church in similar
crises, an ideal figure for Urban VIII to emphasize as a symbol of loyalty and support®’.
This connection seems particularly important, considering that the schism is the only
specific event mentioned in the Ode in Lode by Urban VIII®. Moreover, during the
Reformation, Matilda’s legacy was instrumentalized by both Protestants and the
Church®. While the former portrayed her negatively as a tool of the papacy®, the latter
used her as a symbol of steadfastness and virtue. Urban VIII, in elevating her image,
may have been making a pointed statement in this context, positioning Matilda as a
historical model of piety, loyal to the Church and papal authority — a narrative
particularly resonant in his own time. In this context, the issue of Church reforms also
ties these two eras together. During Matilda’s time, the Gregorian Reforms sought to
cleanse the Church of corruption and affirm the pope’s supremacy, much as the
Counter-Reformation during Urban VIII’s time was a direct response to
Protestantism. By aligning himself with Matilda’s time period, Urban VIII was able to
invoke a historical precedent of reform and renewal, casting his own papacy as a
continuation of that tradition.

Additionally, the various territorial disputes during Urban VIII’s papacy, the
Mantuan Succession War for example®, mirror the kind of political and territorial
challenges that Matilda faced. The war, which concerned control of Mantua, was
emblematic of the broader power struggles that often pitted the Church against secular
rulers in this time. This parallel is even more significant given that Mantua and its
surrounding region were precisely where Matilda herself had lived and exercised
considerable influence. This leads to perhaps the most significant aspect of the
historical context: the challenge to papal supremacy in both periods. In Matilda’s time,
the Investiture Controversy questioned the Pope’s authority over appointments within
the Church, a challenge to papal power that Urban VIII also faced in his own time, as
absolutist states and Protestant regions increasingly questioned the Pope’s jurisdiction.
Therefore, by portraying Matilda, Urban VIII wasn’t simply celebrating a historical
figure, he was making a statement about the continuity of papal authority and the
necessity of defending it, just as Matilda had done centuries before.

01 On Matilda in the context of the East-West Schism and the Investiture Controversy see: Pernoud
1984, pp. 19-22.

2 Ode in 1ode 1635, Strofe 11, v. 13.

63 On Matilda’s instrumentalization during the Reformation see: Golinelli 2006; Menne 2006.

4 Less favourable depictions of her can be found in various prints connected to the Reformation, e.g.
Stumpf 1556, f. 79v; Foxe 1570, p. 232.

% Naturally, it cannot be proven that the Mantuan Succession War was the specific cause for a cohesive
narrative in the discussed artworks. It rather seems exemplary for territorial conflicts during the time,
that happened even before the more prominent Wars of Castro. For detailed information on most
political matters during Urban VIII’s pontificate see, first and foremost: Pastor 1929.
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Conclusion

The uniqueness of the Sala della Contessa Matilde cannot be encapsulated in a single
conclusion, as it emerges from a variety of factors. However, it seems likely that its
exceptional design is rooted both in Urban VIII's fervent personal veneration of
Matilda of Canossa and her enduring popularity as a historical figure, particularly
supported by the numerous biographies published about her during this period.
Nevertheless, particularly significant is Matilda’s role as a model Christian ruler —
someone who exemplified loyalty to the Pope and the Church, providing a relevant
historical parallel to Urban VIII’s own time. The disputes during the time of the 30-
year-war echoed the challenges Matilda faced, reinforcing her function as a timeless
symbol of a protector of papal authority. In this context, papal legitimation rhetoric
plays a crucial role in the fresco cycle as well. The depiction of the Matildine Donation
symbolizes the territorial foundation of the Papal States, and the use of Urban VIII's
own likeness in the frescoes subtly underscores the continuity and legitimacy of the
papal line. The forced translation of her relics to Rome in 1633 epitomizes this strategy:
by literally appropriating Matilda’s body, Urban VIII secured both her symbolic
authority and her physical presence for the papal cause.

This comparative study illustrates that there are not only connections between
various art forms but also continuities across different time periods. These overlaps
are essential for reconstructing the intentions behind these works, which may not be
immediately clear to a modern audience but could have been more apparent to the
historical recipient. By understanding these continuities, we can better grasp the
meanings embedded in the artworks and their purpose.

A key insight gained from studying the representations of Matilda is how
consistently she has been instrumentalized for various purposes. From her earliest
biographies onwards, she was portrayed in ways that served the needs of those writing
about her — whether as a role model for Christian rulers, a legitimizing figure for certain
dynasties, or a symbolic character in local histories. This pattern continues into the
Baroque era, where her image is used to support papal supremacy and as a tool of
religious didacticism. In conclusion, the Sala della Contessa Matilde llustrates how
historical figures like Matilda are repurposed to serve contemporary political and
religious narratives. Urban VIII’s veneration of her was not just a personal fascination,
but a strategic move to reinforce papal power and the legitimacy of his own rule during
a period of significant political and religious turmoil.
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Fig. 1 — Giovanni Francesco Romanelli, Inscription of Urban V111 flanked by Allegories,
Citta del Vaticano, Apostolic Palace, Sala della Contessa Matilde, 1637-1642 (Foto: ©
Governatorato SCV — Direzione dei Musei)
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Fig. 2 — Giovanni Francesco Romanelli, Urban 1I presenting Matilda of Canossa to St.
Anselm of Canterbury at the Lateran Synod in 1099, Citta del Vaticano, Apostolic Palace,
Sala della Contessa Matilde, 1637-1642 (Foto: © Governatorato SCV — Direzione dei
Musei)
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Fig. 3 — Giovanni Francesco Romanelli, 7w of the barrel-vaulted ceiling, Citta del
Vaticano, Apostolic Palace, Sala della Contessa Matilde, 1637-1642 (Foto: ©
Governatorato SCV — Direzione dei Musei)
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Fig. 4 — Gianlorenzo Bernini, Tomb of Matilda of Canossa, Citta del Vaticano, St. Peter’s
Basilica, c. 1633 (Foto: Miriam Holtkamp, 2021)
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ABSTRACT

I contributo indaga la venerazione artistica e letteraria che papa Urbano VIII riservo
a Matilde di Canossa, esaminando come la sua eredita sia stata impiegata per rafforzare
l'autorita papale nel corso del suo pontificato. Attraverso I'analisi degli affreschi nella
Sala della Contessa Matilde, del monumento sepolcrale e della produzione poetica di
Urbano VIII, lo studio mette in luce le intersezioni tra arte, letteratura e politica.
Evidenziando le relazioni tra tali opere e la [7a Mathildis dell’X1 secolo, la ricerca fa
emergere continuita e trasformazioni nella rappresentazione della figura medievale,
offrendo uno sguardo su come il passato venisse mobilitato per informare e orientare
il presente. Alla luce dei paralleli tra le vicende di Matilde e le difficolta politiche di
Urbano VIII, la rappresentazione della contessa puo essere letta come un segno
programmatico di fedelta e protezione della Chiesa, in linea con le battaglie ideologiche
del pontificato.

This paper explores Pope Urban VIIT’s artistic and literary veneration of Matilda of
Canossa, examining how her legacy was used to reinforce papal authority during his
papacy. Through an analysis of the frescoes in the Sala della Contessa Matilde, her tomb
monument, and Urban VIII’s poetry, the study highlights the intersections of art,
literature, and politics. By demonstrating the interrelations of these artworks and the
eleventh-century [7ta  Mathildis, this study wuncovers the continuities and
transformations in the portrayal of the medieval figure, offering insight into how the
past was used to inform and influence the present. Considering the evident parallels
between the challenges faced by Matilda and those encountered by Urban VIII, this
paper argues that her portrayal served as a strategic symbol of loyalty and defense of
the Church, relevant to the papal struggles of the time.
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