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Essay on the Jewish Representations in the ltalian Renaissance Paintings:
A Case Study of the Works of the Mantuan Court Painter Andrea Mantegna

Yumiko Mochizuki
School of Design, Sapporo City University

Abstract: This paper aims to examine the representations of Jews in Northern Italy in the
fifteenth and sixteenth- centuries, particularly in the dominion of the Gonzaga family, and
highlights the significant diffusion of Hebraic themes in the Gonzaga court. In the historical
context of the broad movement to reassess Judaism (the mysticism of Kabbala) by prominent
humanists of the Quattro and Cinquecento, such as Pico della Mirandola, Egidio da Viterbo
and Johann Reuchlin, the humanists of the Gonzaga court, such as the erudite nobleman
Paride Ceresara, also affirmed the value of the Hebrew language, not only as the holy tongue
but also as the third source of knowledge beside Greek and Latin. In fact the religious
tolerance characteristic of the Gonzaga rule, especially during the reign of Francesco

Gonzaga II (mar.1484-1519) and Isabella d'Este, permitted many members of the Jewish elite
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to form connections within the milieu of the court. Following a brief overview of the social-

historical-cultural situation confronting Jews in the dominion of the Gonzaga family, an

iconographical analysis of Ecce Homo, A Sibyl and a Prophet, Pallas Expelling the Vices from
the Garden of Virtues and The Family of Christ with the Family of St John the Baptist

executed by Andrea Mantegna, the primary architect-painter at the Gonzaga court, reveals

that the Judaism representations at the Gonzaga court did not necessarily correspond to the

traditional image of the Jew as the heretic (the enemy of Christianity). Rather, they were

viewed as possessing sublime wisdom; namely, the secret of the God's verbs.
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