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“And just as we consider Pygmies to be dwarfs, so they consider us giants ...
And in the land of the Giants, who are larger than we are, we would be

considered dwarfs by them.”

Attributed to Jacques de Vitry, Historia Orientalis (1216—24),
cited as an example of the Scriptural command to avoid judging

the oddities of other men

“Nothing in love: now does he feel his title
Hang loose about him, like a giant’s robe
Upon a dwarfish thief.”

William Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act 5, Scene 2
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Real, Imagined, and Metaphorical
Entities®
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Abstract

This introductory chapter provides a broad survey of the ways in which
the enthusiasm for giants and dwarfs pervaded European art and culture
in the late medieval and early modern eras. As well as examining dwarfs
and the occasional giant who served in the courts, the discussion extends
to giants and dwarfs featuring in courtly and public festivities. From there
it moves on to show how dwarfs became ubiquitous motifs in painting,
sculpture, and the graphic arts, with giants portrayed literally or expressed
metaphorically in colossal figures. As the investigation reveals, despite
their variations in size, giants and dwarfs were frequently invested with
the same symbolism and character traits, assigned magical properties,
and viewed in both negative and positive ways.

Keywords: European courts, festivals, chivalric romances, monsters,

apotropaia, gender

Published in 1868, Edward Wood'’s Giants and Dwarfs is a treasure trove
of facts and legends about giants and dwarfs that range from the real to
the improbable to the downright impossible. He tells us of biblical giants
like the Nephilim who commingled with the daughters of men, and the
mighty Goliath who was eight to twenty feet tall and killed by David.

*  The essays in this volume adopt the terminology “dwarf,” recognizing that there is not

unanimity among scholars for the use of this term. For related issues, see note 77 below. In
accordance with the Oxford English Dictionary, the plural “dwarfs” is also used rather than
“dwarves,” the latter a variant popularized in the works of J. R. R. Tolkien in the 1930s.
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Imagined, Metaphorical. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2024
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20 ROBIN O'BRYAN

Among the mythological giants, the Cyclops Polyphemus lived in a cave
and fed upon human flesh, with Antaeus of Libya meeting his match
in his battle with Hercules. In Roman times the emperor Maximinus
Thrax (the Thracian, r. 235-38) was said to have topped almost nine feet,
his hands so large he used his wife’s bracelet for a thumb-ring." Over a
thousand years later it was claimed that the Dutch giant Nicholas Kieten
could carry men under his arms as if they were children, and that four
people could stand together in one of his massive shoes.? Dwarfs, too,
were described in equally fantastic terms. Conflated with the mythical
pygmies of the monstrous races, they were similarly reputed to live in
caves and likewise did battle with Hercules (after he defeated Antaeus
with whom they had claimed an alliance). Of actual dwarf individuals,
the grammarian and poet Philetas of Cos (ca. 340—ca. 270 BCE) was
reputed to be so small and slender he had to keep lead in his pockets to
keep from being blown away.3 At the opposite end of the tiny spectrum
was Uladislaus Cubitalis, the mighty “pygmy king of Poland,” who lived
in 1306 and whose victories in battle were deemed to be more glorious
than his full-sized predecessors.*

Wood’s colorful recounting speaks to the societal fascination with gi-
ants and dwarfs that flourished in late medieval and early modern Europe
when interest in such human marvels became an overarching cultural
phenomenon. Contributing to their popularity was their portrayal in a range
of literary works, both ancient and medieval accounts of the monstrous
races, as well as theological writings, pseudo-histories, travelogues, scientific
tracts, epic poems, and especially the chivalric romances and their parodical
offshoots. From the first flowering of the Arthurian and Carolingian legends
in the twelfth century until well into the seventeenth, regional authors
produced their own variations in which dwarfs and giants played a role,
the two often acting in concert with or pitted against each other. Part of
folkloric traditions, giants and dwarfs also received prominent attention
in the visual arts and entertainments, and in the pageants, carnivals, and
fairs that were a mainstay of contemporary life. In this introductory chapter
we look at the breadth of ways that the vogue for giants and dwarfs was
expressed in European art and culture, touching upon some of the people

1 Wood, Giants and Dwarfs, 23.
2 Ibid, 86.

3 Ibid., 267.

4

Ibid., 269. His name Cubitalis no doubt emanates from “cubit,” the ancient unit of measure
that was equal to about 18 inches (44 centimeters).
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and places, themes and subtexts that will be treated in more detail by the
essays in this volume.

Dwarfs and Giants as Court Denizens

After the fashion of the Egyptian pharaohs and Roman emperors, dwarfs
became a common fixture of the imperial, royal, and princely courts
throughout Europe, where they served as requisite symbols of status and
nobility for the ruling elite.> Within the courtly household, dwarfs as-
sumed a variety of functions. Special dwarf individuals were employed
as personal attendants, valued for their loyalty, intelligence, and other
remarkable qualities, and sometimes provided with their own servants and
horses (and even houses).® Others were entrusted with important tasks.
As king of Spain Philip II (r. 1556—98) used his dwarf Gonzalo de Liafio
(nicknamed Gonzalillo), not only as a portero de cimara (gentleman of
the bedchamber), but also for diplomatic activities with the Italian courts,
where he acted as informer and art agent.” A few court dwarfs may even
have provided spiritual counsel. Records indicate that in the early 1540s
a frate nano (friar dwarf) accompanied Eleonora of Toledo from Naples to
the Medici ducal court in Florence which later saw the Jesuitical dwarf
Pietro Barbino in residence, while at the court of the Habsburg king Philip
IV (r.1621-65) in Spain one dwarf was listed as a monja (nun).® Dwarfs
might also be assigned the role of animal caretaker, serve as playmates
to the ruler’s children, or amuse the court with buffoon-like antics. Court

5  Although less studied, there is ample documentation of dwarfs serving in the medieval
courts in England, Italy, Norman Sicily, Aragon, Castille, Portugal, Burgundy, France, Germany,
and the duchy of Guelders. On their role as status symbols in the Italian Renaissance princely
courts, see O’'Bryan, “Grotesque Bodies, Princely Delight.”

6 Catherine de’ Medici’s dwarfs were supplied with their own servants, and at the Medici
court Pietro Barbino was not only allotted a servant but was also provided with a house. More
impressive were the benefits accorded Jeffrey Hudson (1619—-1682) at the royal court in London.
As well as being furnished with a servant, he was given a gentleman’s education (including
French lessons that allowed him to better communicate with the French-born queen), and
was instructed in fencing, shooting, riding, and dancing; see Postlewait, ““Court Wonder’,” and
further discussion in this chapter.

7 On Gonzalillo, see Kuberksy-Piredda and Pons, “Travels of a Court Jester.”

8  Thelist compiled in 1543 identifying those in Eleonora’s household includes an entry for i/
frate nano et un servitor (the friar dwarf and a servant); Archivio di Stato di Firenze, Mediceo
del Principato [hereafter ASF, MdP] 616, ins. 21, fol. 623r. On Pietro Barbino, who may have also
offered the duchess spiritual counsel, see O’Bryan, “Tortoise, a Fish,” 137. Moreno Villa identifies
one dwarf at the Spanish court in 1624 as a nun in Locos, enanos, 20.
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documents give abundant evidence of the extravagant gifts and luxurious
clothing furnished the resident dwarfs, the latter an essential ingredient to
enhance their appearance when accompanying their patrons in protocol
and in portraiture.® Outfitting the court’s dwarfs in elegant fashions was
an important marker of status, and hence nobility, in an age when clothes
made the man (and woman).

As well as individual dwarfs offering their services to potential patrons,
the court and its agents undertook efforts to acquire dwarfs from local
provinces and other territories, near and abroad. Dwarfs were also pre-
sented as diplomatic gifts. In the sixteenth century dwarfs from Poland
were popular, bestowed by Polish royals such as Sigismund II Augustus (r.
1530—72) and other Polish officials to the European courts with which they
wished to curry favor.’® Although dwarfs of any size and bodily structure
were welcome additions to the courtly entourage, especially desirable were
those individuals possessed of proportionate stature, the dwarfs presenting
as scaled-down versions of a body of normative stature." Period chronicles,
letters, and other writings took careful note of these “ideal miniatures.”*
Arriving at the royal court in London in 1577 the proportionate female dwarf
Thomasin de Paris became Elizabeth I's cherished companion, the queen
favoring her with expensive gifts and dressing her in the latest fashion.” Two
years later Queen Regent Catherine de’ Medici wrote the French ambassador
to Constantinople, asking him to procure her one or two of the “well formed”
(bien formez) dwarfs that were to be found in the circle of the sultan, and
promising to reimburse him forthwith.** Bianca Cappello, wife of Grand
Duke Francesco I de’ Medici (r. 1574—87), followed suit, her ambassador in
Warsaw tasked to find her a dwarf ben proportionata (“well-proportioned”).’s

9 Dwarfs were sometimes even provided with their own tailors. Court records for Catherine
de’ Medici list expenses paid to the dwarf’s tailor in 1585; Discours merveilleux, 118.

10 Among the beneficiaries of dwarfs from Poland were Grand Duchess Bianca Cappello at
the Medici court in Florence, Queen Catherine de’ Medici, Emperor Charles V, King Philip II of
Spain, Archduke Ferdinand Il in Innsbruck, and Cardinal Ippolito Aldobrandini shortly before
being elected Pope Clement VIII in 1592.

11 The definition given by the Mayo Clinic (“‘Dwarfism”) for proportionate dwarfism is when
“all parts of the body are small to the same degree and appear to be proportioned like a body
of average stature.”

12 Seemann uses this terminology in her essay in chapter 6.

13 See Southworth, Fools and Jesters at the English Court, 110.

14 The 1579 letter is quoted in Médicis and Baguenault de Puchesse, Lettres de Catherine de
Médicis, 189 n. 1.

15 ASF, MdP 5928, fol. 106, letter from Alberto Bolognetti to Bianca Cappello, dated February 2,
1582.
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In 1633 the French ambassador Duc Charles de Créqui came to the Holy
See accompanied by his dwarf Michael Magnanus, lauded as “the marvel
(maraviglia) of all Rome” for his tiny stature and proportionate limbs.*®
Around the same time the proportionate dwarf Jeffrey Hudson, nicknamed
“Lord Minimus,” was enlisted to serve as the personal attendant to Henrietta
Maria de’ Medici, Queen Consort to Charles I of England (r. 1625—49). As
well as Jeffrey’s use in royal diplomacy, he became famous for his exploits
(including having been captured by pirates)."”

Much less prominent because of their rarity, giants duly figured in
European court life although not operating in the same capacity. (Nor, not
surprisingly, does it appear that they were ever presented as diplomatic
gifts.) In the mid-fifteenth century, the Burgundian duke Philip the Good
(r.1419-67) had the giant Hans, who was described by a chronicler as “the
largest, without artifice, that I have ever seen.”® In Jean de Chassanion’s
De gigantibus (first published 1580), the French canon reported that King
Francois I (r. 1515—47) had come across a giant in Bordeaux and lured him
to his court to serve as a guard; finding court life was not to his liking the
giant soon departed.’ The Catalonian giant Don Juan Biladons joined a
host of dwarfs listed among the retainers of Philip IV in 1636, although that
giant’s tenure also seems to have been short.*° Giants were also attached
to the Tyrolean courts of the Habsburg archdukes, where one served as a
gatekeeper, another as a bodyguard.* And at the courts of the English kings
James I (r. 1603—25) and his son Charles I, two giants, Walter Parsons and
William Evans, were assigned the role of porter, their heft duly perceived
to be appropriate to their station.

16 See Lavin and Lavin, “Duquesnoy’s ‘Nano di Créqui’,” 133 and n. 9; and Lingo, Frangois
Dugquesnoy and the Greek Ideal, 105. Magnanus is discussed further by O’Bryan in chapter 8 of
this volume.

17 Postlewait provides the best account of Jeffrey’s life in “Court Wonder’,” but also see
Southworth, Fools and Jesters, 152—61; and Griffey, “Multum in parvo.”

18  [...] “ung geant plus grant, sans nul artifice, que je visse oncques”; quoted in de la Marche,
Mémoires, 2:362.

19 Chassanion commented on his mira corporis magnitudine hominem; De gigantibus, ch. 6,
27-28; and cited in Wood, Giants and Dwarfs, 87.

20 Moreno Villa, Locos, enanos, 48.

21 Inaddition to Niklas Haidl who functioned as a gatekeeper for Archduke Sigmund (discussed
by Rabanser in chapter 5 and see n. 39 below), the giant Bartlmé Bon (Bartolomeo Bona) served
as a Trabant (bodyguard) for Archduke Ferdinand II. I thank Thomas Kuster for this information
on Bon.
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Figure 1.1 Anthony van Dyck,
Queen Henrietta Maria with

Sir Jeffrey Hudson, 1633. Oil

on canvas, 219.1 X 134.8 cm

(86 V4 x 53 Ve in.). Samuel H. Kress
Collection, National Gallery of
Art, Washington. Artwork in the
public domain.

Giants and Dwarfs in Portraiture

Acknowledging the importance of dwarfs as essential to their position,
European rulers had their resident dwarfs portrayed in imagery which
showed them as attendants to their patrons or family members. As might
be expected, proportionate dwarfs made excellent visual companions.
Catherine de’ Medici appears with a proportionate male dwarf at her side
in a tapestry of 1575, the dwarf wearing a red cape and gesturing to the
tournament taking place before them.** In a grand portrait painted in 1633
Anthony van Dyck depicted Queen Henrietta Maria accompanied by the
fourteen-year-old dwarf Jeffrey Hudson, dressed smartly in red satin and

22 Now housed in the Uffizi, the Bayonne Tournament forms part of the eight-piece set known
as the Valois Tapestries woven in Flanders in 1575.
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sporting a small leashed monkey on his arm (figure L.1).>3 Jeffrey and other
(non-proportionate) dwarfs were also depicted as singular subjects unto
themselves.* Although Diego Velazquez was to become famous for his
full-length portraits of dwarfs in the seventeenth century, in fact, already
by the mid-sixteenth century in Florence, Agnolo Bronzino had set an
important precedent with his double-sided portrait of the Medici dwarf
Morgante (who, however, was shown completely nude); he was shortly
followed by Anthonis Mor’s portrait of Cardinal Granvelle’s dwarf and
dog (figure 1.2).?5 Given their scarcity, giants received less attention in
portraiture, although the archducal collection in Innsbruck contained a
few life-size, full-length portraits of giants produced in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries (as seen, for example, in figure 5.6). Occasionally the
court’s giant and dwarf were portrayed together.?® The most remarkable
rendering is the portrait produced in 1580 for Archduke Ferdinand II (r.
1564—-95) (figure 11.7). Although the anonymous artist appears to have
exaggerated the height of the giant—if not miniaturized the dwarf—to
show each as exceptional in size, the two figures have evidently been
portrayed true to scale.*”

23 On Jeffrey’s close relationship to the queen, see especially Postlewait, “Court Wonder".”
24 Griffey provides a thorough discussion on Jeffrey’s depiction in portraiture in “Multum in
parvo.” An early extant example of a portrait of a court dwarfis the small (less than six inches
in height) half-scale portrait of a dwarf painted in the 1530s by a Netherlandish artist in the style
of Corneille de Lyon. Now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the work is viewable at: https://
www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/435958.

25 For Morgante, see O’Bryan, “Portrait of a Renaissance Dwarf.” Of note, Margaret of Austria,
duchess of Savoy, had a painting by Jan Gossaert, which an inventory of 1524 identified as showing
the two dwarfs of Christian IT of Denmark in the guise of Adam and Eve; Tietze-Conrat, Dwarfs
and Jesters, 9o, and Eichberger, “Cultural Centre in the Southern Netherlands,” 1:252. If the
record was correct that two dwarfs were portrayed nude, this manner of presentation would
have preceded the Morgante portrait by some twenty-five years. Mor’s painting of “Granvelle’s
Dwarf” is discussed in Ravenscroft’s chapter 7 and by O’Bryan in chapter 8.

26 Jeffrey Hudson and the giant William Evans were depicted in a stone relief in Bullhead
Court, Newgate Street, London, and in a broadsheet from 1636 (which shows them together
with an allegedly 153-year-old man). In the Horse Armoury in the Tower of London a suit of
armor allegedly belonging to Jeffrey (but probably made for the five-year-old Charles I) was
also exhibited next to the so-called “Giant’s armour,” the display part of a vogue in princely
collections; see below. I thank Felicia Else for bringing this exhibit to my attention.

27 See Rabanser’s discussion in chapter 5. Verisimilitude was not the objective in the preparatory
drawing (1581-83) by Lorenzo Costa the Younger who greatly magnified the height of the giant
Guglielmo in his juxtaposition with the dwarf Frambaldo, both denizens of the fourteenth-
century Gonzaga court; the drawing is now housed in the British Museum (https://www.
britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1946-0713-526). The giant and dwarf are discussed
further in this chapter.


https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/435958
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/435958
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1946-0713-526
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1946-0713-526
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Figure 1.2 Anthonis Mor, Cardinal Granvelle’s Dwarf with Dog, 1550-60. Oil on wood,
126 x 92 cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris. Photo: © RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY.

Giants and Dwarfs in Court and Public Entertainments

Aswell as their portrayal in the imagery produced for the courts, giants (both
actual and effigies) and dwarfs were featured in courtly performances and
pageants. Especially popular were the allegorical entertainments inspired
by chivalric literary works, which provided the script for how such activities
were to be conducted.?® For the wedding festivities staged in Burgundy
when Duke Charles the Bold married Margaret of York in 1468, one event
had a giant led in on a chain held by the dwarf, with the two then guarding
a golden fir tree.”® Almost a century later Catherine de’ Medici and her son

28 Chiefamong these were the pas d’armes (literally “passage of arms”), a type of joust in which
knights defended their turf against attackers.
29 Cartellieri provides an excellent account of the proceedings in Court of Burgundy, 124-34.
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Charles conducted a mock tournament at which six maidens were held
captive in a castle, and a dwarf and a giant acted as sentries.3° In 1664 for
the grand spectacle organized for Louis XIV in the gardens at Versailles,
one of the constructed sets was of an enchanted island where giants and
dwarfs (together with demons and spirits) served as guards.3' Sometimes
the court’s entertainments assumed a more fanciful flavor. At the marital
feast of Duke Philip the Good and Isabella of Portugal in 1430, Hans le géant
was dressed in the skins of a wild man and jumped out of a pie to wrestle
the dwarf Madame d’Or.3* More often than not it was the dwarfwho was
encased in the confection. A special banquet held in Pavia in 1509 for the
visiting French king Louis XII featured a nude pigmeo popping out from
the pastry to dance a moresca, while Jeffrey Hudson was the surprise “pie
filling” at an event held in honor of Charles I and Henrietta Maria in 1626.33
Eleven days later—by which time Jeffrey had assumed residence at their
royal court—he appeared in a masque loosely based on Francois Rabelais’s
Gargantua and Pantagruel (composed ca. 1532—64).34 One act had the dwarf
emerging from the pocket of the eponymous giant Gargantua (played by
William Evans), with the two then engaging in a fencing contest.

Dwarfs and giants were also regularly featured in the civic and religious
pageants and other festivities that were a constant of medieval and early
modern life. Because of their relative rarity, the role of giants was typically
enacted by people walking on stilts or taking the form of colossal effigies.
(In fact, most of the court entertainments must have resorted to using these
fabricated giants.) In the early sixteenth century, Baldassare Castiglione
commented on a Carnival entertainment in Rome describing the giants
“which outwardly looked like great men and horses in a triumph but inside
were stuffed with rags and straw.”5 Traveling to Spain in 1586, the artist
Federico Zuccari reported on the ancient custom festival in Toledo at which
twelve giants and two dwarfs danced to tambourines and drums in the

30 Frieda, Catherine de’ Medici, 182.

31 Weil, “Love, Monsters, Movements, and Machines,” 175. The event was inspired by Ludovico
Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, written in 1516.

32 Calmette, Golden Age of Burgundy, 233.

33 See Grumello, Cronaca di Antonio Grumello, 120; and for Jeffrey, Postlewait, “Court Wonder’,”
627-29. As Postlewait notes, the banquet was presented by the duke of Buckingham as part
of his campaign to gain favor with the queen, a gambit which seems to have worked. At the
conclusion of the event, Jeffrey departed with the queen to enter her service.

34 Postlewait, “Court Wonder’,” discusses Jeffrey’s role in a variety of performances sponsored
by the royal court, including in masques written by Ben Jonson and William Davenant.

35 Castiglione, Book of the Courtier (4.7), 286.



28 ROBIN O’BRYAN

church before the feast of Corpus Domini (Christi).3¢ This same festivity
was reenacted in the seventeenth century in Madrid with eight gigantes and
two gigantillas (giantesses), and in other Spanish cities with giants and big-
headed “dwarfs” called cabezudos.3” Sometimes the giants were constructed
to represent important personages. For a festival held in Provence in the
fifteenth century, St. Christopher was portrayed as a giant, his body formed
ofhoops covered by a long white dress and his arms outstretched in the form
of a cross, with his right arm supporting the small figure of the Christ child.3®

Giants also played a dominant role in festivities used to assert civic
identity and autonomy. In a triumphal pageant conducted for Henry V’s
(r.1413—22) entry into London in 1415, a male and female giant were po-
sitioned at the entrance of London Bridge, the male equipped with the
keys to the city suggesting his function as porter—and giving a nod to
the literary tradition of giants serving as keepers of city gates.39 In Douai
(then part of Flanders) in the sixteenth century, the annual parade honor-
ing the city’s resistance against a takeover by French forces featured a
family of wickerwork giants: Monsieur Gayant, some twenty-two feet tall,
accompanied by Madame Gayant and their giant children.*° In another
public celebration held in Antwerp in 1685, eight giants dressed in the
costumes of Spain, the Netherlands, France, and England surrounded the
giant Antigonus representing Antwerp itself, symbolizing that the city was
in peaceful accord with these other nations.*'

While court dwarfs often accompanied their imperial, royal, or princely
patrons on their grand entries into cities, giants taking the form of effigies
or depicted in imagery were duly used in festivities celebrating or asserting
rulers’ authority. The decorations on a triumphal arch erected in honor
of Emperor Charles V (r. 1519—56) and his son Philip II's formal entry into
Antwerp in 1549 featured an evocation of the Gigantomachy, the mythical
battle between the giants and gods, which was used as a metaphor for “Hab-
sburg triumphalism."*? In their travelogue A Journey into Spain published in
1670, the Dutch authors reported on the festivities held for Corpus Christi

36 Entry for May 29, 1586 contained in Luchinat, Zuccari, 2:286.

37 Esses, Dance and Instrumental Diferencias in Spain, 363—64.

38 Fairholt, Gog and Magog, 105-6.

39 Ibid., 27-28. In Middle High German epics, for example, giants were portrayed as keepers
of city gates; Pinkus, “Giant of Bremen,” 408. A similar function was assigned to the giant Niklas
Haidl mentioned in n. 21 above.

40 See, among others, Fairholt, Gog and Magog, 78—86.

41 Ibid., 73-74.

42 Wouk, Frans Floris, 150-51.



INTRODUCTION 29

in Spanish villages that featured two giantesses dubbed Mammelins after
the Moorish king who once reigned, the tradition incorporating imaginary
giants—and females at that—into their historical past.*3

Enter the Colossus in Statuary

Concomitant with the period fascination with real and imagined giants was
the taste for colossal statuary. (Here we might note that the word “giant”
was commonly used as a synonym for “colossus”; hence the advertisement
in 1742 for the eight-foot Swedish giant that referred to him as a “Living
Colossus.™#) In 1463 the Florentine sculptor Agostino d’Antonio di Duccio
was commissioned to sculpt a gigante for the tribune of the exterior of the
city’s Duomo, the unfinished block of marble later used by Michelangelo to
create his gigantic statue of David, which became a symbol of Florence.*> As
with the statue of David, sculptors frequently assigned oversized proportions
to their representations of heroic figures. Between the mid-fourteenth to
sixteenth centuries, over thirty colossal statues were made of the legendary
hero Roland (Orlando in the Italian versions of the chivalric romances) and
erected in northern Germany, Verona, and in Dole in eastern France.*® Giants
and their evocations were also popular components of garden imagery.#” On
the grounds of Fontainebleau in the 1560s, Francesco Primaticcio created
massive muscular giants (atlases) emerging from the blocks comprising the
Grotte des Pins (Grotto of the Pines), his conception apparently indebted
to Giulio Romano’s designs for the Fall of the Giants fresco in the Gonzaga
Palazzo del Te in Mantua.*® In the Medici Boboli Gardens in Florence,
Valerio Cioli portrayed Morgante nude and seated on a tortoise (ca. 1564)
(see figure 11.4), the dwarf’s outsized proportions suggestive of a giant,
appropriately so since he was named after the giant in Luigi Pulci’s comic
epic poem Morgante Maggiore (ca. 1483).

43 Brunel and van Aerssen, Journey into Spain, 84.

44 Wood, Giants and Dwarfs, 142—44.

45 Paoletti, Michelangelo’s David, 33, and 210-11 (contracts 28 and 29).

46 Roland/Orlando was the “semihistorical, semilegendary” military leader who was the hero
of the Charlemagne epics; see the excellent discussion by Pinkus, “Giant of Bremen”; and by
Wood, Forgery, Replica, Fiction, 173 and n. 168 who observes that giants were “connected to local
cults, liturgically sanctioned, of Charlemagne.”

47 InTtaly at least fifty colossal statues or sculptural groups were produced in the sixteenth
century, with many displayed in gardens; Morgan, Monster in the Garden, 126.

48 Blunt and Beresford, Art and Architecture in France, 56.
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Origins and Ancestry

With giants referenced as primordial ancestors several times in the Bible,
it may be little wonder that superhuman beings were absorbed into the
lore of various locales, either portrayed as forces to overcome in battle or
as heroic giants who gave rise to their kingdoms. Geoffrey of Monmouth
relates in his twelfth-century History of the Kings of Britain how Brutus of
Troy, the founder and first king of Britain, had to battle giants including
the twelve-foot-tall Gogmagog, before cultivation and civilization could
begin.*9 In Italy, Annius of Viterbo published a work in 1498 arguing that
the Etruscans were descended from giants; he was followed by Giambattista
Gelli who issued his I/ trattello sull'origine di Firenze (The Treatise on the
Origins of Florence) at the Accademia Fiorentina (Florentine Academy) in
1544. Claiming that giants were the native inhabitants of Tuscany, Gelli
proposed that they battled alongside Noah (himself cast as a giant) when
he landed in Tuscany after the Flood, with the giants subsequently slain
by Hercules who then founded the city of Florence.5° Rabelais picked up on
a similar conceit in his Gargantua and Pantagruel with the giant Hurtaly
(the ancestor of the volume’s namesake giants and one of 300 giants in the
text), who, like Noah, reigned in the time of the Flood.>!

As well as regional and civic histories, giants and dwarfs were duly
incorporated in the crafting of stories of dynastic origins and their represen-
tation in art. In Mario Equicola’s Dell’istoria di Mantova (On the History of
Mantua, 1607), tracing the founding of Mantua he cites the dwarf Frambaldo
together with the giant Guglielmo di Grasignana in the court of the first
Gonzaga rulers.5* The two were portrayed in a fresco in the ducal palace
in the 1570s, which showed Luigi Gonzaga taking the oath of office after
seizing control to assume the rank of “Captain of the People” in 1328.53
In Florence, rather than incorporate the heroic giant into the legend to
explain their mythical origins, the Medici cast their dynastic hero as a

49 Fairholt, Gog and Magog, 1859

50 Werner provides the synopsis in “Antonfrancesco Grazzini,” 130. Gelli also claimed that the
Tuscan language was a derivative of ancient Aramaic brought to the region by Noah, a theory
that asserted Florentine preeminence over Rome and was used to great advantage in Duke
Cosimo I de’ Medici’s (r. 1537—74) propagandistic initiatives.

51 Stephens, Giants in Those Days, 195—96. This reference to the Flood served as an implicit
benchmark alluding to the giants’ perceived size since the account in Genesis allowed that they
had to have been at least fifteen cubits (22.5 feet) tall to have survived the deluge.

52 Equicola, Dell’istoria di Mantova, 83.

53 Lorenzo Costa’s drawing, mentioned in n. 27 above, was the preliminary study for this
fresco.
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Figure .3 Giulio Romano, detail of
dwarf in Vision of the Cross, ca. 1520.
Fresco, Sala di Costantino, Palazzo
Vaticano, Rome. Photo: Scala/Art
Resource, NY.

giant—killer, a popular literary topos (reflected as well in the proliferation
of images showing David proudly displaying the decapitated, oversized
head of Goliath). According to the familial account, in a battle fought with
a giant by their ancestor, a paladin in Charlemagne’s army, the giant’s mace
left the imprint on the ancestor’s shield, which subsequently gave rise to
the Medici palle device (a shield surmounted by six- to eight balls (palle)).>*
This seems to be the intended reference in the Vatican’s Sala di Costantino
fresco painted by Raphael and Giulio Romano for the Medici pope Leo X (r.
1513—21), where the (fictitious) dwarf has laid aside his mace to place it on
the shield by his feet (figure 1.3).55 Reinforcing the ancestral pun, Romano

54 On the legend, see Tolkowlsky, “Palle’ of the Medici,” 91—92, and Paoletti, Michelangelo’s
David, 171 n. 84.

55 Idiscuss the dwarf’s role (and Romano’s hand) in this fresco in O’Bryan, “Medici Pope,
Curative Puns,” which also corrects his traditional misidentification as Gradasso Berretini da
Norcia (an error I unfortunately perpetuated in “Grotesque Bodies, Princely Delight”).
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showed the dwarf’s foot resting on a rocky clump whose scalloped edges
evoke the giant’s toes.

Caves and Bones

The fantastic written accounts of imaginary giants roaming the earth before
the biblical Flood that tantalized the medieval and early modern imagination
had been given credence by ancient authority, but the discovery of tombs
and remains alleged to have belonged to giants offered tacit “confirmation”
that these superhuman imaginary beings had actually existed.5® Prehistoric
fossils of large animals such as mammoths and elephants, but assumed to
be the bones of giants, were often found in European caves, contributing
to the notion that caves served as the giants’ domiciles—and giving rise to
the eponymous “Giant’s Cave” dubbed these natural formations.5” Paying
homage to the belief that St. Christopher did indeed possess the stature of a
twelve-cubit (at least eighteen feet) tall Canaanite giant, his gigantic tooth
(actually that of a hippopotamus) was encased in a shrine of gold and silver
and deposited as a relic in the Italian church of San Cristoforo in Vercelli,
where it attracted faithful pilgrims.5® In 1577 after examining the mammoth
bones discovered under an uprooted oak tree in Lucerne, the noted Swiss
physician Felix Platter declared that they could only be those of a giant,
and that he (too) must have been eighteen feet tall.> Platter subsequently
commissioned a life-size “portrait” of the giant that was put on display in
the city hall of Lucerne. Pygmies also entered the discourse. Donald Monro
produced his Description of the Western Isles of Scotland based on his travels
in the Hebrides in 1549, reporting on the pygmy bones that had been dug
up in a church on the aptly named Isle of Pigmies.®°

Like his contemporaries, the Jesuit scholar Athanasius Kircher took
great interest in these preternatural findings. Himself no stranger to the

56 Norwas this idea confined to the early modern era. A giant presumed to have been discovered
in an archaeological site in Thailand in July 2021 was actually shown to be an art installation!
57 Wood provides examples in Giants and Dwarfs, 40 passim.

58 Voragine describes St. Christopher as “gente Cananaeus [...] XII cubitos in longitudine
possidebat” (Legenda aurea, 430); quoted in Stephens, Giants in Those Days, 45, with fuller
discussion at 43—50. On the relic, see Gavazzi and Leland, Father Gavazzi’s Lectures, 223—24.
This is the same church that contains Gaudenzio Ferrari’s fresco of the Adoration of the Magi
(1532—34) which shows a dwarfin the Magi’s entourage, a popular period artistic convention in
Italy.

59 Katritzky, Healing, Performance and Ceremony, 201-2.

60 Monro’s account of the pygmies appears in MacRitchie, “Pigmies’ Isle in the Hebrides,” 24.
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Figure .4 Athanasius
Kircher, Giants from
Mundus Subterraneus,
ca. 1664. Artwork in
the public domain.

collection of giants’ body parts (he housed a “giant’s tooth” in his study), in
1678 he published his scientific textbook Mundus subterraneus (Subterranean
World). The work contains an illustration depicting famous giants, their
scale indicated by their alignment with the common man (who presents as a
dwarfin his juxtaposition with Goliath), progressing in size to the giants of
Lucerne and Mauritania and then to the largest “Gigantis Sceleton,” whose
imaginary rendering was based on the bones allegedly found by Giovanni
Bocaccio in Sicily in 1343 (figure I.4).% In the illustration, all the giants are
bearded and appear in the nude save for their girdles and crowns comprised
of leaves. Notably, the “Gigantis Sceleton”—which the description indicates
is “200 cubitorium,” or a whopping 300 feet tall—is shown standing next
to a leafless tree. While this specific prop suggests the perpetuation of
pictorial conventions such as used for Tyrolean depictions of warrior giants
and giantesses and for St. Christopher (see, for example, figures 1.2. 1.3,
2.1, and 2.3), its stark trunk evokes the club of the wild man.®* A popular

61 Kircher, Mundus Subterraneus, 2:59.
62 This manner of presentation is similar to the depiction of the giant Bartlméa Bon (Bartolomeo
Bona) portrayed as a wild man in a tournament organized by Archduke Maximilian in Vienna
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leitmotifin medieval art and literature, and also sharing features with the
legendary pygmies, the wild man was the uncivilized savage who wore no
clothes, lived in a cave, and whose weapon of choice was the club rather
than the chivalric sword.®3

Giants and Dwarfs and Landscape

The period obsession with giants’ bones duly extended to the realm of
landscape, which tapped into the legends that primordial giants had cre-
ated unique land masses.%* The Crying of ane Playe, a Scottish dramatic
text composed around 1512-15, contains a comic monologue delivered
by a thousand-year-old dwarf named Wealth, who claimed descent from
the Cornish giant Gog Magog and a giantess whose vagina was so big it
could hold five whales, her spittle and urine giving rise to the distinctive
features of the Scottish landscape.%5 As well as the “Giant’s Cave” epithet,
the intersection of giants and landscape was expressed in literature, with
the interior of a giant’s body becoming a cityscape in Rabelais’s Gargantua
and Pantagruel and in Bronzino's poem “Il piato.”® A seventeenth-century
drawing by Stefano della Bella seems to poke fun at this conceit in show-
ing a miniscule dwarf fishing from his perch on the nose of a giant, who
extends his lower lip and opens his mouth to create a fishing hole for the
tiny angler to cast his line; another dwarf is propped on his neck.®” In the
Medici garden at Pratolino, in 1579 Giambologna gave more tangible and
concrete expression to the giant-as-landscape metaphor in his humongous
sculpture of a giant (some thirty-five feet tall) representing the Apennine
mountains (figure L.5). Internal passages allowed visitors to enter the

in 1560; see Rabanser, “Largo, Largo,” 243-44, with illustration at fig. 105. In chapter 1 of this
volume, Pinkus also discusses the wild man in connection with the giant illustrated in figure 1.2.
63 See Bernheimer, Wild Men in the Middle Ages.

64 Avanzini and Kustatscher provide several examples in “Giganti di pietra,” 34—37.

65 Fisher, “Crying of ane Playe,” 32. Here the writer seems to be conflating the legendary giants
Gog and Magog into one giant entity.

66 For Rabelais, see Smith, “Landscape and Body,” and on Bronzino's “Il piato,” Parker, Bronzino,
especially 135-37. Bakhtin duly ties elements of French topography to giants, and especially to
Gargantua, which inspired the name of a “great number of rocks, stones, megalithic formations,
dolmens and menhirs”; Rabelais and His World, 342.

67 The drawing was put up for auction by Swan Galleries (Old Master Drawings, January 31,
2001, sale 1923, lot 43): https://catalogue.swanngalleries.com/Lots/auction-lot/STEFANO-
DELLA-BELLA-A-Dwarf-Fisherman-Seated-on-the-Nose-of-?saleno=1923&lotNo=43&ref
No=503085.


https://catalogue.swanngalleries.com/Lots/auction-lot/STEFANO-DELLA-BELLA-A-Dwarf-Fisherman-Seated-on-the-Nose-of-?saleno=1923&lotNo=43&refNo=503085
https://catalogue.swanngalleries.com/Lots/auction-lot/STEFANO-DELLA-BELLA-A-Dwarf-Fisherman-Seated-on-the-Nose-of-?saleno=1923&lotNo=43&refNo=503085
https://catalogue.swanngalleries.com/Lots/auction-lot/STEFANO-DELLA-BELLA-A-Dwarf-Fisherman-Seated-on-the-Nose-of-?saleno=1923&lotNo=43&refNo=503085
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Figure .5 Giambologna (Giovanni da
Bologna), Appennino, ca. 1579. Medici
gardens at Pratolino, Italy. Photo:
Robin O’Bryan.

giant’s body, effectively rendering the massive structure a “Giant’s Cave.”®8

Nor were regional landmasses connected only to legendary giants. The
chivalric romance Der kleine Rosengarten (The Small Rose Garden, 1195-1210)
featuring the dwarf king Laurin compared his famous rose garden to the
color of the Dolomites mountain range, and the mountains themselves
were thought to possess the spirit of dwarfs who guarded the minerals
contained within.%9

68 Although it was still possible to enter the structure in the 1990s (if not later), the interior
is now closed to visitors. Della Bella also portrayed the Pratolino giant in a print from ca. 1653;
see Cheng’s discussion in chapter 10 and her figure 10.3.

69 See respectively, Avanzini and Kustatscher, “Giganti di pietra,” 39—40, and Neuhauser,
“Nani, giganti,” 202. Laurin’s Der kleine Rosengarten was so-named to differentiate it from Der
Rosengarten zu Worms (The Big Rose Garden).
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Giants and Dwarfs on Display

Like paintings and sculptures of giants and dwarfs, bones and other naturalia
alleged to have belonged to them were to be found in the Kunstkammern,
Wunderkammern, and museums that flourished in the sixteenth and suc-
cessive centuries.”” The physician Thomas Molyneux was not too far off
the mark when he observed in “An Essay Concerning Giants” (1684/85) that
“there is hardly a considerable collection of this kind, or a printed description
of a Museum extant, where some part or other of a Giant is not to be met
with.”” Writing in 1628 about the holdings in the museum established by
his father in Naples, Francesco Imperato noted that the objects included the
stuffed body of a “small pygmy, a little less than a span in height” (about nine
inches), which he offered as confirmation that the Plinian race of pygmies
had actually existed.”? In 1657 Ulisse Aldrovandi’s collection of “natural
curiosities” (which included a hippopotamus tooth) was merged with that
of Ferdinando Cospi in Bologna, who employed the “real” (proportionate)
dwarfs Sebastiano Biavati and his sister Angelica as “living marvels” to
guide visitors through the museum.” A “living marvel” of another kind
was the wooden polychrome sculpture of Goliath fabricated by the Dutch
sculptor Albert Jansz Vinckenbrinck in 1648—50. Part of a display of “moving
sculptures” created to entertain paying foreigners visiting Amsterdam, the
almost sixteen-foot-tall giant was flanked by the smaller statue of David
sized at a little over five feet, the juxtaposition evocative of the giant and
dwarf pairing.” Presaging the “Baroque theater of marvels,” the giant’s size
together with its kinetic parts must have operated as a veritable expression
of merivaglie intended to induce astonishment and wonder in the viewer.”s

70 Since giants, like dwarfs, were themselves regarded as naturalia, it was fitting that their
images joined the bones and relics of prehistoric mammoths and other gargantuan animals
that were collected and put on display in the princely Kunstkammern.

71 Molyneux’s remarks were first mentioned in the Philosophical Transactions of February 1684/5;
“Essay Concerning Giants,” 489.

72 See Imperato, Discorsi intorno, 32—37; and Findlen, “Jokes of Nature,” 309.

73 On the natural curiosities in the collection, see Gigante, “Medici Patronage and Exotic
Collectibles,” 5758, with the dwarfs discussed by Findlen, Possessing Nature, 26—27, and Hanaf1,
Monster in the Machine, 85-87. As well as his depiction in the frontispiece to Lorenzo Legati’s
Museo Cospiano (Bologna, 1677), Sebastiano and Angelica were also portrayed in Ulisse Aldro-
vandi’s Monstrorum historia (History of Monsters, 1642); see discussion below.

74 See Vanhaelen, “Strange Things for Strangers,” especially 44—49 and fig. 5. A normal-sized
shield bearer was also part of the arrangement.

75 Kenseth provides an excellent discussion on the societal fascination with the “marvelous”
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in the “Age of the Marvelous.” Findlen refers to the
“reinvention of the museum in the 1660s as a Baroque theater of marvels”; Possessing Nature, 26—27.
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Figure 1.6 Giovanni Battista
de’ Cavalieri, Portrait of Re
Picino, 1585. Engraving,
225 x 154 mm. British
Museum, London. Photo:
The Trustees of the British
Museum.

“Real” giants and dwarfs were also to be seen on display at trade fairs and
in taverns and appeared “for inspection at the private residences of the
wealthy” who paid to see them.”® Because dwarfs were so prolific in the
courts and in public festivals and pageants, initially it seems to have been
those dwarfindividuals who were particularly deformed who were exhibited.
A broadsheet issued in 1585 shows the dwarf Re Picino (King Tiny), seated
upon a table amid foodstuffs and wine with his shriveled legs drawn up
beneath him, the accompanying inscription giving his height and age and
indicating that he is very entertaining (figure 1.6).”” By the late seventeenth

76 Wood, Giants and Dwarfs, 303.

77 RePicino serves as a cogent example of a dwarfwho would justifiably be considered “disabled”
by today’s standards, his atrophied legs suggesting he was incapable of even walking. Although
disability scholarship tends to treat dwarfs in the historical collective under the broader “dis-
ability” mantle, this approach does not necessarily accord with the dwarf’s lived experience
in medieval and early modern Europe—nor with how they were typically portrayed in art,
literature, and contemporary accounts. The notion that their physical differences rendered
them socially impaired, and thus “disabled,” overlooks the commonplace experience oflife in
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century, the situation for dwarfs had changed, with extreme deformity no
longer the overarching criterion for their display.”® Visiting London in 1688
the thirty-one-inch-tall Swiss dwarf Hans Worrenbergh (John Wormburg),
a proportionate dwarf, was “carried about in a box” as noted by the diarist
John Evelyn, and was apparently such a hit he was depicted in a number of
prints by Dutch and English artists.”

Giants, both male and female, were likewise a popular draw. Evelyn also
reported on the Leipzig fair in 1668 where he saw the giantess Gertraut
Chrisutte who was “6 foote 10 inches hight” and had allowed Samuel Pepys
to stand under her arm.?° Several decades later the Irish giant Cornelius
McGrath had himself exhibited in his native Cork before moving on to
London, Paris, and other cities in Europe.®! He was subsequently depicted
by the Venetian artist Pietro Longhi, who portrayed him doing the standard
giant’s act, extending his arm to allow people to stand beneath it and thus
insinuate his size; a notice tacked to the wall provides information on the
“True portrait of the Irish Giant.”2 Upon McGrath’s death in 1760, his entire
skeleton was put on display in Trinity College, heralding the new trend in
collecting.®3

that epoch. As Henri-Jacques Stiker observes, “normality was a hodgepodge, and no one was
concerned with segregation, for it was natural that there should be malformations” (History
of Disability, 65). Duly relevant here are Véronique Dasen’s cautionary words: “[t[he study of
short-statured persons in Antiquity can serve as a warning to our tendency to project a modern
notion of disability onto past societies”; “Infirmitas or Not?,” 29. I address this issue head-on
in O’'Bryan, “Able-bodied and Disabled Dwarfs in Italian Renaissance Art and Culture,” with
attention to Re Picino at 174—75. And see next note, with further remarks below.

78 That said, extremely deformed dwarfs and giants were still to be seen, such as the dwarf
Matthew Buchinger (1674-1740), who lacked hands, legs, and feet, but who could nevertheless
do “miraculous actions,” and the German giantess “without hands or feet who could sew, thread
needles, spin fine threads, fire pistols, and perform other feats”; recounted in Wood, Giants and
Dwarfs, 287-300, and 128—29.

79 Evelyn’s description appeared in Discourse of Medals, in which he proposed that prodigious
and freakish people should have medals struck in their honor to keep alive their memory (277).
Also see the account in Wood, Giants and Dwarfs, 302—4, who provides the names of the artists
who depicted Hans Worrenbergh. Several prints are housed in the Rijksmuseum. Ironically,
the box used as part of the dwarf’s act ended up being his undoing when it fell into the river at
Rotterdam and he drowned in 1695.

80 Katritzky, Healing, Performance and Ceremony, 110.

81 See Wood, Giants and Dwarfs, 152—56.

82 Now in the Ca’ Rezzonico in Venice, the painting (1760) was commissioned by the patrician
Giovanni Grimani, indicative of how the vogue for images of carnivalesque novelties was
embraced by the aristocratic classes.

83 See Cunningham, “Skeleton of the Irish Giant,” 556. After the death of the seven-foot,
seven-inch Irish giant known as Charles Byrne in 1783, his skeleton was added to the anatomical
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Figure I.7 Jacob Gole, Kleene
Jannetie, a Dwarf Aged 46 and
Lange Jacob, a Giant Aged 40,
late seventeenth century.
Mezzotint, 24.9 X 18.6 cm.

. Wellcome Collection, London.
Artwork in the public domain.

Better yet and for optimal effect, living giants and dwarfs were exhibited
together. Writing in his Chronicle of England, John Stow recorded his observa-
tions about having seen in London in 1581 “two Dutchmen of strange statures,
the one in height seven foote and seven inches ... The other was in height
but three foote.”8+ Although the dwarfhad greatly deformed limbs, he could
sing and dance, play the trumpet, “and drink every day ten quarts of the best
beer when he could get it.”8 More striking was the dwarf and giant married
couple who appeared together and who were depicted by the Dutch artist
Jacob Gole (who had also portrayed the dwarf Hans Worrenbergh with
the giant James Hansen) in a mezzotint done at the end of the seventeenth
century.3® The image shows an elegantly dressed female dwarf holding up

collection of a surgeon whose specimens were subsequently housed in the museum associated
with the College of Surgeons in London. Also see Rabanser’s discussion in chapter 5.

84 Wood, Giants and Dwarfs, 271-72.

85 Ibid.

86 Gole’s mezzotint of Hans with the giant is in the Rijksmuseum. The married giant and dwarf
couple were further immortalized in a short poem by the Dutch scholar Ludolph Smids in his
Poésye, 158 (published in 1694).
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a fan and standing on a stage-like setting next to an equally fashionably
dressed giant, the accompanying inscription identifying them as Kleene
[Little] Jannetie van Waddingsveen (age 46) and Lange [Tall] Jacob van Sneek
(age 40) (figure 1.7). Displaying neither extreme physical abnormalities nor
an exceptional miniature size, Jannetie’s appearance here seems to have
been predicated by her unlikely gigantic spouse.

Giants and Dwarfs as Monsters

In his satirical La zucca (The Gourd, 1551-52) the Italian satirist Anton
Francesco Doni commented on the contemporary obsession with giants and
dwarfs, writing “Think of us men as we run to see a Giant, a Dwarfin a bag,
amonster (mostruoso).”8” Notable is Doni’s use of the word “monster,” which
he employs as distinct from “giant” and “dwarf.” Deriving from the Latin
monstrum (a divine portent) and from the Italian monere (to warn), the word
was duly related to the verb monstrare (to show or reveal), with monstrum
thus tied to the notion of display. Although dwarfs in their conflation with
pygmies were traditionally part of the monstrous races, the “monster”
terminology as applied to dwarfs did not really enter popular usage until
after the mid-sixteenth century, and even then, rather erratically. In 1548
at the Accademia Fiorentina, Benedetto Varchi had given an influential
lecture on the origins of monsters, in which he distinguished proportionate
from disproportionate dwarfs with their “curved and twisted” bodies; the
latter he included together with the blind, the lame, the maimed, and the
like, referring to them all as counterfeits of nature (contrafatti da natura)
and monsters (mostri).3¥ Ambroise Paré picked up some of these same ideas
in his Des monstres et prodiges (On Monsters and Marvels) of 1573, casting
dwarfs together with other deformities as monsters that “appear outside
the course of Nature (and are most often, signs of some misfortune to come
[...]).”89 The emphasis on the dwarf’s exceptional deformity rather than
simply his dwarfish stature seems to have been the rationale for including
the illustration of Re Picino in Giovanni Battista de’ Cavalieri’s 1585 treatise
on monsters, the accompanying inscription referring to the dwarf as questo

87 “[...] pensate di noi huomini come correriamo a vedere un Gigante, un Nano in una borsa,
un mostruoso”; Doni, La zucca, 72v.

88 Varchi’s lectures were published in 1560 under the title La prima delle lezzione, 1111, 98v;
and see O’Bryan, “Portrait of a Renaissance Dwarf,” 86.

89 “[...] outre le cours de Nature (& sont le plus souvent signes de quelque mal-heur & advenir
[...]); in Paré, Des monstres et prodiges, 3.
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monstro (this monster).%° That monstrous features were intrinsically related
to display was later explained by John (Giovanni) Florio in his Dictionarie
of the Italian and English Language of 1611: “Mostro, shewed, set to view,
demonstrated, declared. Also a monster, or misshapen creature, any thing
against the course of nature, a monstrous figure, a strange sight.”

While Florio’s definition seems to lay stress on extreme deformity, by
1642 the cultural landscape for even proportionate dwarfs had changed
as indicated by the inclusion of Cospi’s dwarfs Sebastiano and Angelica
Biavati, as well as the miniature Michael Magnanus, in Ulisse Aldrovandi’s
Monstrorum historia (History of Monsters).9> Notably in this compilation of
real and imagined monsters, Magnanus’s image (see figure 8.4) appears in
the section with the recently discovered “Gigantes Amercae” from Patagonia
and the pygmies, with the book also containing illustrations of satyrs,
cyclops, cynocephali, centaurs, androgynes, and hirsutes.% In his philologi-
cal treatise Novum organum philogicum from 1674, the German polymath
Johann Joachim Becher went on to group the Italian and German terms for
dwarfs and giants—nani and gigantes, and Zwergen and Riesen—together
in his list of other words comprising monstra hominum (human monsters).94
This categorization notwithstanding, despite the commonplace associations
of the “monster” terminology, it is important to note that it did not originally
have the full pejorative implications later assigned to the word, much like
the term “grotesque.”

go Cavalieri’s treatise was entitled Opera nella quale vie molti mostri de tutte le parti del mondo
antichi et moderni (Monsters from all parts of the ancient and modern world).

91 Florio, Dictionarie, 324.

92 Although Aldrovandi had died in 1605, the work was completed by his assistant who added
the information on the dwarfs. Sebastiano’s and Angelica’s full-page illustrations appear in Mon-
strorum historia, 603 and 604, with the description referring to the “elegant proportions of their
parts” (602). The illustration of Sebastiano evidently served as the model for the fresco painted in
1650—74 for a palace in Florence, which shows the dwarfin a similar pose and dress, accompanied
by a dog; see https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cerchia_di_Baccio_del_Bianco,_ri-
tratto_del_nano_sebastiano_del_cav._ferdinando_cospi,_1650-75_ca.,_con_ridipinture,_o2.jpg.
93 Magnanusis discussed and illustrated with the Patagonian giants in Aldrovandi, Monstrorum
historia, 35-40; also see chapter 8 of this volume. The illustration of the giants was based on
imagery in a map of 1576 which depicted a giant family identified as “the giants called Patagones
[-..] nine or ten feet or more in height.” As Davies has shown, this set out the idea that they were
from a race of giants rather than individual monstrous births such as appeared in Europe; see
discussion in Renaissance Ethnography, 167—70 and her fig. 5.5.

94 Becher, Novum organum, 171. Becher’s book was the type of universal nomenclator popular in
the seventeenth century, which assembled groups of synonyms in Latin and German, arranged
in word classes according to Aristotelian categories.
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Dwarfs and Giants In and As Architecture

The period enthusiasm for giants and dwarfs was reflected in architectural
structures that invoked the giant or dwarf nomenclature in their title or
conception. In Vienna, during excavation work at the cathedral of St. Stephan
in1443, the discovery of a thighbone of a mammoth, but believed to be that
of a giant, was subsequently installed over the entrance into the church,
with the portal henceforth referred to as the Riesentor (Giant’s Door).95 In
Padua, a room decorated with frescoes of famous rulers and personages from
antiquity, all shown life-size, formed part of the Sala Virorum Illustrium
(Room of Famous Men), whose name was later changed to the Sala dei
Giganti, the name also given to the room housing Giulio Romano’s fresco of
imaginary giants in the Mantuan Palazzo del Te. Also in Mantua, a suite of
small-scale rooms constructed in the Palazzo Ducale in 1615 was later dubbed
the appartamento dei nani (apartment of dwarfs), coined no doubt because
of the legendary reputation of the Gonzaga dwarfs residing in the palace.?®
In actuality, the complex was built as a small-scale reproduction of the Scala
Santa (Holy Stairs) and the catacombs in Rome, meant not for dwarfs, but
as a place of devotion. Michelangelo substituted a female dwarf for a putto,
using her in the service of clever architectural parodies in his Sistine Chapel
frescoes (1508-12) painted for Pope Julius II. Presenting her in the guise of
a caryatid and an atlantid, he showed the dwarf supporting a placard and
the platform upon which the gargantuan figure of Jeremiah is seated above
her, the juxtaposition evoking the giant-dwarf coupling (figure 1.8).97 On the
opposite wall Michelangelo rendered the Cumaen Sybil as an “ancient giantess
with swollen breasts” to represent Mother Church, another architectural
metaphor that implicitly pays homage to the giant-dwarf topos.?® That the
giant was evoked in this architectural sense was certainly fitting given that
giants were portrayed as builders and architects in legend and literature.9

95 Avanzini and Kustatscher, “Giganti di pietra,” 26—27.

96 In his 1993 article, “I Nani non abitano piu qui,” Venturi dispelled the tradition that the
complex had served as the dwarfs’ apartment. The nomenclature appartamento dei nani evidently
only came into fashion in the eighteenth century.

97 O’Bryan, “Michelangelo’s Sistine Dwarf,” 72—73. In this she bears a resemblance in function
to the female giant depicted in the medieval church of St. Jakob in Kastelaz, who with her male
counterpart is depicted as an atlas; see Pinkus, “ein rise starc,” 347 and his figure 1.9 in chapter1
of this volume.

98 Dotson, “Augustinian Interpretation of Michelangelo’s Sistine Ceiling,” 413, paraphrasing
Wind, “Michelangelo’s Prophets and Sibyls,” 68-70.

99 Cyclops or giants were reputed to have built the complexes at Tiryns and Mycenae, with
giants portrayed as architects in one version of the Tristan chivalric romance; for the latter see
Pinkus, “Giant of Bremen,” 408—9. Also see Ozeri’s essay in chapter 2 and her figure 2.3.
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Figure |.8 Giorgio Ghisi, after
Michelangelo, Jeremiah, Boaz,
and Aminadab, 1570-75.
Engraving, 22 Y4 x 17 in.

(56.5 x 43.2 cm). The Elisha
Whittelsey Collection, The
Elisha Whittelsey Fund, 1984,
Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York. Artwork in the public
domain.

Issues of Gender

Michelangelo’s fresco is unusual for depicting a female dwarf—and a fe-
male giant if we consider the Cumaen Sybil—genders that were typically
rendered in period imagery with much less frequency than their male
counterparts.'®® (Equally unusual was showing the female dwarf with
characteristics of both a caryatid and an atlantid, which essentially renders
her androgynous, although androgyny is duly suggested in the depiction
of one of the giantesses shown in figure 1.3).' Female dwarfs as known
entities appeared as companions in period portraiture especially after the
mid-fifteenth century, but only rarely by themselves; as generic figures,
however, they did not really come into their own until the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.’®* Then they became popular subjects in paintings,

100 For example, of the 300 dwarfs I have identified in my study of dwarfs in Italian Renaissance
art from the mid-fourteenth to early seventeenth centuries, fewer than fifteen are female.

101 Pinkus discusses the androgynous cast given to the giantess in chapter 1. Androgynes were
also represented in Aldrovandi’s Monstrorum historia.

102 Ravenscroft and McBryde treat female court dwarfs in chapters 7 and g respectively. One
notable exception of a singular portrait of a female dwarfis that by Niccolo Cassana, who in
the early eighteenth century portrayed the dwarf Angiola Biondi in the service of Violante of
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prints, porcelain figurines, and small garden statues based upon the gobbi
(hunchback dwarfs) made famous in Jacques Callot’s caricatured print
series 0f1616. In literature, female dwarfs had been cast as characters in the
romances, with the singular motif attracting the attention of Italian writers
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries who composed burlesque poems
about imaginary and real dwarf personages.’®3 Giantesses were also part of
the romance tradition, but despite their portrayal in late medieval Tyrolean
frescoes (as in figure 1.9) and their popularity as fabricated effigies in civic
festivities, in early modern imagery they were few and far between.’*#
Portraits of actual female giants were even rarer, although we may consider
as a portrait the rudimentary colored sketch of the seven-foot-tall Irish
giantess who had appeared in London in 1696.°5 And in a variation on the
male giant-dwarf pairing from the chivalric tradition, the English playwright
Thomas Killigrew made a female giant and a female dwarfthe characters in
his comedy Thomaso, or the Wanderer (ca. 1652—54). The story line follows
two courtiers who marry the giantess and the dwarf, both wealthy, only to
later lose their wives’ dowries.’®

Caricature and Parody

The humorous fashion in which dwarfs and giants were portrayed in chivalric
spoofs, burlesque poetry, and farcical stage plays found perfect expression

Bavaria, wife of Grand Prince Ferdinando de’ Medici (r. 1670-1713). The portrait is illustrated in
Bisceglia, Ceriana, and Mammana, Buffoni, villani e giocatori, cat. 11. A number of generic female
dwarfs appear in works by the Brescian artist Faustino Bocchi (1659-1742), who specialized in
paintings of miniaturized dwarfs shown in a variety of bizarre scenarios.

103 On the female dwarfs in the romances, see Harward, Dwarfs of the Arthurian Romances,
85 n. 10. Burlesque poetry was a literary genre that mocked its subjects. Among the Italian
burlesque poets writing about female dwarfs were Luigi Tansillo, Torquato Tasso, and Giovan
Leone Sempronio, whose works are included in Crimi and Spila, Nanerie, 82112, 124. As the
authors note, the seventeenth century experienced a “gusto” for female dwarfs; ibid., 124 n.
1.

104 On giantesses in the romances see Huot, Outsiders, 96—97, 13637, passim; Pinkus, “ein
rise starc unde gréz,” and his discussion in chapter 1 of this volume. Pieter Bruegel portrayed
alegendary giantess in his Dulle Griet (Mad Meg) from 1563, which shows a monstrous woman
in a hellish landscape, the imagery inspired by Flemish folklore; see Gibson, Pieter Bruegel and
the Art of Laughter, 124—44.

105 The Irish giant appears in James Paris’s “Short History of Human Prodigies.” Paris’s unpub-
lished manuscript (which also contains an illustration of Hans Worrenbergh and his “carrying
case”) is housed in the British Library (BL Sloane MS. 5246).

106 See discussion by Vander Motten, “Thomas Killigrew,” 143.
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in the burgeoning field of caricature.'? In a sense, the fabricated giants and
dwarfs featuring in festivals functioned like caricatures when parts of their
anatomy were exaggerated or distorted, like the impossible proportions
assigned Monsieur Gayant or the gigantic heads placed on the dwarf-like
cabezudos. Following the lead of the Carracci family of painters who operated
an innovative art school in Bologna in the late sixteenth century, a number of
Italian artists made caricatures of dwarfs a specialty of their graphic output.
Although better known for his impressive sculpture and architecture, Gian
Lorenzo Bernini (1589-1680) produced a caricature of a court dwarf, placing
an oversized head on a tiny body, rendering an effect not unlike the Spanish
cabezudos (figure 1.9).1°8 While artists poked fun at contemporary personages
by portraying them in the form of dwarfs or giants, others used the parodic
dwarfand giant label as an effective means of disparagement. Martin Luther
mocked Pope Leo X as a “mighty giant Roland,” with Shakespeare invoking a

107 The standard definition of caricature is when a subject’s distinctive or peculiar features
are exaggerated or distorted to produce a comic effect.

108 The dwarfwas probably affiliated with a French or Italian court according to McPhee and
Orenstein, Infinite Jest, 42. Bernini is also credited with having stimulated the use of caricature
for contemporary personages, including popes and cardinals, which may be why the Metropolitan
Museum of Art (which holds the drawing) entitles it Caricature of a Man Pointing. Sandra Cheng,
however, questions whether the drawing is indeed by Bernini (private communication).
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slew of “tiny” epithets in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.*® In one episode the
character Lysander castigates Hermia, telling her “Get you gone, you dwarf;
You minimus, of hind'ring knot-grass made, You bead, you acorn!"*° It is
notable that Lysander’s insult was leveled at a female character, the usage
here suggesting that Shakespeare was perhaps playing into the contemporary
Italian trend for making female dwarfs the focus of their burlesque poetry.

Giants and Dwarfs as Apotropaia

Evocative of their function as court sentries, giants taking the form of
colossal sculptures were stationed at points of entry into cities or on the
exterior of buildings where they often served an apotropaic purpose.” This
was the role assigned the Roland statues that were prominently displayed
throughout German-speaking lands in the late medieval and early modern
era, the oversized effigies acting as “living protecting giants.”'* A similar
protective function accompanies the giant Argos (1490—92) depicted in a
fresco in the Sforza castello in Milan."$ Attributed to Bramantino, the over
life-sized image appears in an area of the palace that housed the treasury,
the women’s apartments, and an adjacent chamber that served as a “birthing
room,” where Duke Ludovico il Moro Sforza (r. 1494—99) displayed his wife
and newborn son. In view of this latter arrangement, and consonant with
the apotropaic powers ascribed to giants in statuary, it would seem to be
a striking example of a male giant assigned a protective role in a related
feminine context, particularly one having to do with childbirth which was
historically the dominion of dwarfs.”*4

109 On Luther, see Wood, Forgery, Replica, Fiction, 257.

110 Lysander addressing Hermia, in act 3, scene 2. Reminiscent of the sobriquet later given
to Jeffrey Hudson, “minimus” means something tiny and/or insignificant, with “knot-grass”
referring to a weed that was believed to hinder growth; “bead” and “acorn” speak for themselves.
11 For the entries of Philip II and then Elizabeth into London, the Temple Bar (the official
entrance into the city) featured twin giants, “palladia [which] stood in apotropaic defiance”;
Manley, Literature and Culture in Early Modern London, 251.

12 Pinkus addresses the apotropaic function of the Roland statues in “Giant of Bremen,” 391.
13 See discussion by Welch, Art and Authority in Milan, 223-29 and her fig. 122.

114 In Egyptian tradition, for example, the dwarf Bes served as a protector of women and
childbirth; see Dasen, Dwarfs in Ancient Egypt and Greece, 67 ff; and O’Bryan, “Medici Pope,”
597. The inclusion of a dwarf on a fourteenth-century Italian birth tray (desco da parte) may also
point to an apotropaic function; see image at: https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/
the-garden-of-love-birth-tray-painting-attributed-to-andrea-news-photo/587491130. Also see
McBryde’s discussion in chapter g below.


https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/the-garden-of-love-birth-tray-painting-attributed-to-andrea-news-photo/587491130
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/the-garden-of-love-birth-tray-painting-attributed-to-andrea-news-photo/587491130
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Figure .10 Andrea
Mantegna, detail with
dwarf from Court Scene,
1465-74. Fresco, Camera
Picta (Camera degli Sposi),
Palazzo Ducale, Mantua.
Photo: Scala/Art Resource,
NY.

As for dwarfs, because of their bodily deformations, in ancie