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The case of Francesco Calcagno perfectly exemplifies the problem of
sixteenth-century libertinism, with its expressions of moral transgression
and religious heterodoxy. A former Benedictine monk, Calcagno faced the
Holy Office of the Inquisition in Brescia and was charged with sodomy,
heresy, and blasphemy. On December 23, 1550, he was condemned by the
Council of Ten in Venice and paid dearly for his crimes: his tongue was
cut out, he was beheaded, and his body was burned at the stake. In 1993,
Giovanni Dall’Orto published Calcagno’s trial proceedings, already charac-
terizing his beliefs and practices as a significant example of the newborn
libertinism.1 This analysis, however, deserves further investigation, especially
in light of more recent studies on the libertine movement and on sodomy,
which have redefined these experiences and traced their development since the
fourteenth century.

The “classic” paradigm that presented libertinism as a movement of
seventeenth-century France has been thoroughly revised. A comparative
and prolonged study has shown the great variety, complexity, and
extension of this phenomenon and its vitality as early as the sixteenth
century. The notion of libertinism has become manifold and applicable
to various historical periods as well as geographical and thematic areas.2

Sixteenth-century libertine ideas and currents flowed into a movement
with many cultural roots—from classical antiquity to Medieval Goliardia,
to Renaissance thought, to religious radicalism. In the era of the
Reformation and Counter-Reformation, these ideas and currents were
conveyed, with different levels of theoretical elaboration, through various
expressions of irreligiosity, moral transgression, and political criticism,
before reaching their full development in the following century. Therefore,
libertinism represents an umbrella term for a phenomenon definable,
according to Jean-Pierre Cavaillé, as “the more or less radical […]
questioning” of “theological dogmata,” “moral rules,” and “behaviors
directly or indirectly connected to Christian faith,” which, however, is “not
reducible to simple denominational dissidence.”3 These various attitudes
are united by the quest for complete individual freedom. According to
Luca Addante, such a quest was expressed by sixteenth-century religious
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radicalism and, in Italy, particularly by the Waldensians. They shared
with other currents and figures of European dissent “a common individu-
alistic attitude towards critical doubt and freedom,” albeit hidden
behind the veil of dissimulation.4 Miguel Servet (1511–1553), David Joris
(1501–1556), Sebastian Franck (1499–1543), and Otto Brunfels (1488–1534)
appear among the identified figures.5 Therefore, in his Contre la secte
phantastique et furieuse des libertins qui se nomment spirituelz (Against the
Phantastic and Furious Sect of the Libertines who are Called “Spirituals,”
1545), John Calvin attacked members of a multifaceted universe.6 Calvin,
however, was not the first to use this new understanding of the old term
“libertines” in the modern age, and the semantic change did not even
initially occur in French regions but rather in Italy, more precisely in
the Tuscan cities of Siena and Florence. Barthas discovered that libertines
“universally” meant the most radical republicans, the most extreme
supporters of the last Florentine Republic of 1527–1530, as well as
the Sienese republicans who had opposed the terrible Medici-Papal
siege in 1526.7

Sexual transgression, the libertinage des moeurs, was also a component
of sixteenth-century libertinism. Scholars have especially highlighted the
libertarian inclination in behaviors and theories that are anomic on a
sexual level.8 Furthermore, the reconstruction of the history of sodomy
has demonstrated how dangerous this has been for states and churches
since the Middle Ages, as it subverted the established civic, natural, and
religious order. Since the time of St. Augustine, sodomy had been
condemned within a general denial of sexuality as a crimen nefandum
(despite the semantic ambivalence of this definition). In the Code of
Justinian, it became a crime against nature. The extreme severity of state
laws underscored the conception of sodomy as the “shameful crime,” with
the cases of Venice and Florence being particularly significant.9 In the
Church’s canon law, sodomy represented a crime mixti fori (mixed
jurisdiction), to be punished in agreement with political authorities, with
respective areas of responsibility for clergy and laymen; however, the
balance between the two powers was often unsteady and renegotiated,
given the greater leniency of ecclesiastical justice. The Church was much
stricter with laymen: crimes against nature were equated with crimes
against the faith, building the demonic paradigm of the “enemy of
Christianity.” This process was further accelerated during the Counter-
Reformation. During the papacies of Paul IV (1555–1559) and Sixtus V
(1585–1590), sodomy was recorded as heresy, with a strict connection
drawn between nonconformist sexuality and religious dissent.10 Notably,
the hereticalization of sodomy went hand in hand with the development of
Islamophobia, since Muslims were considered the first to commit the sin
contra naturam.11 Therefore, both its supporters and its detractors believed
sodomy played an instrumental role in dismantling the entire ecclesiastical
and social doctrinal system. As demonstrated by current research on
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cultural history, social practices, and emotions, homoeroticism spread
widely among laymen and clergymen, despite policies of repression,
producing theoretical legitimizations and intense shared feelings, as well
as violent, unpunished abuse, especially within the Church.12

From this perspective and within this historical framework, Calcagno’s
trial acquires new value. His views appear interesting because of their
peculiarity, but also as a synthesis of the many positions on heterodoxy and
moral transgression present in the Republic of Venice and more generally in
sixteenth-century Italian society, positions that are often impossible to
reduce to precise denominational categories. His story offers enlightening
insight into social spaces and means of communicating dissent within the
Serenissima as well as elsewhere. His destiny is emblematic of the aspects,
tensions, and difficulties inherent in the project of controlling religious
dissent and deviant morality. These efforts launched by Rome, sometimes
in concert and sometimes in conflict with political authorities, all aimed at
establishing a new order in Italy after the division created by the
Reformation. Such tension surfaced vividly in the unique environment of
the Republic of Venice, in a historical moment when civil authorities were
attempting to control ecclesiastical institutions.13 The fight against sodomy
was also a testing ground for the strength and hegemony of the power of
the Serenissima against Rome, given the habit of the Curia to claim for
itself all trials involving its members, even for the most serious crimes, in
order to bury them or settle them with light sentences.14 In short,
Calcagno’s case sheds light on the state of Italy and its culture during the
Counter-Reformation, enriching our reconstruction and analysis of this
environment.

Brescia, 1550: Francesco Calcagno on Trial

In February 1550, Francesco Calcagno, a professed Benedictine monk in the
monastery of Sant’Eufemia in Brescia, who, at the time, was a priest in the
“apothecaries’ district in Barbisino” (contrada aromataria di Barbisino), was
called to appear in front of the local inquisitor, the Dominican Stefano de’
Conforti, and the vicar of the bishop of Brescia, doctor in utroque iure Paolo
de’ Aleni. According to decisions reached in 1547, and as representatives of
the political authority of the Republic, the city rectors were kept informed of
the trial proceedings. After creating the Tre Savi sopra l’eresia in Venice,
with the purpose of controlling the Inquisition and centralizing control in
the capital, the Council of Ten decided to assign this task to two laymen
deputies in some peripheral areas of the Inquisition in the Terraferma,
including Brescia. They had to claim for the supreme political authority of
the Serenissima—the Council—all cases, such as blasphemy and sodomy,
that infringed on the state’s sovereignty and on public order, even when
churchmen were involved.15 As we will see, this particular articulation of
repressive power was disastrous for Calcagno.
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He was denounced by the city notary Giovanni Antonio de’ Savarisi with
the following accusations:16

1 He said that Christ never was and that he who is called Christ was in his
person a man in the flesh, and that he often laid with St. John and that he
considered him a catamite

2 Item he said that the host and the chalice are all just blabber, and he does
not at all believe that the good lord is in them

3 Item he said that a nice ass was his altar, his mass, the host and the chalice
and the paten

4 Item that he would rather adore a nice young boy, lying with him, than
the good lord

5 Item that he goes looking for, and pays many people to get him males so
that he can lay with them

6 Item that faith should be put in Ovid’s Metamorphosis rather than the
Gospel

7 Item he blasphemed against God
8 Item he constantly leads a dirty life
9 Item he often dresses as a layman
10 Item that he is defrocked, and that he did not appear in front of his

superior, and that he has committed all these things and keeps committing
them, which is scandalous for many.17

These were very severe charges that involved acts against the State and
against morality, transgression of the status as member of the clergy, not to
mention Calcagno’s atheist and heterodox positions (on the nature of Christ,
on sexuality, and on the Eucharist): a unique and highly subversive mixture
of ideas and unscrupulous practices. Yet, it was the result of a strong and
probably common culture, as it appeared from the statements of the witnesses
heard in July and listed by de’ Savarisi: Lauro de’ Glisenti, the clergyman
Giovita Balino, the priest Niccolò Ugoni, and the bookseller Pietro delle
Grazie. They belonged to the same circle, which also included Gian Antonio
da Presceglie, Ludovico Calini, and Paolo Boldrino, assistant of messer
Giovan Francesco da Gambara, who must have had religious positions and
sexual tastes similar to Calcagno’s or, at least, must have accepted them. It is
very likely that de’ Savarisi was pressured to break the solidarity of the group
by his maid Caterina, whose “young boy” was the object of a strong
homoerotic passion on the part of Calcagno. Ultimately, the trial caused the
circle to collapse on its latent tensions, provoking different reactions among
the members, depending on the relationship maintained with Calcagno,
despite the common goal of protecting themselves. In fact, the witnesses’
replies oscillated between numerous evasive “I don’t recall,” statements more
or less detailed revelations on Calcagno’s positions, and tales of their
reprimands to their mate’s beliefs. One witness intentionally accused him,
and another one decidedly tried to cover for him by avoiding mentioning
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Calcagno’s beliefs or saying that they were intended as “jokes”, and
alternated with orthodox declarations. Calcagno himself initially responded
in the same way, but soon after he abandoned this course of action in favor of
a full confession of his crimes, with one significant exception.

The witnesses had learned about Calcagno’s views a year earlier, during
their meetings in the homes of Calcagno, de’ Savarisi, and Giovan Antonio di
Val di Sabbia—all located in the district of Santa Maria della Pace—and in
the nearby library close to the Duomo delle Grazie. In their social gatherings,
while “practicing” (i.e., entertaining in the bookseller’s shop), “considering
many things,” “together,” and “talking with familiarity,”18 Calcagno had
spoken freely about his opinions and sexual activities, some of which were
even more reprehensible than those revealed by de’ Savarisi.

According to Calcagno, Christ was not the son of God, but a simple man
who entertained a sexual relationship with St. John, the latter assuming a
passive role. He said that this was proven by the evangelical passage: “Now
there was leaning on Jesus’ bosom one of his disciples, whom Jesus loved”
(John 13:23–25),19 as well as by the image of the Son sitting next to John in
the circle of apostles: “the one who is called Christ is a man of the flesh, and
that St. John was his catamite, and he kept him close at the table and loved
him a lot for such reason.”20 With regard to God the Father and to
individual and universal destiny, he believed that God and Heaven did not
exist and that the soul was mortal, because the universe is ruled by the
naturalistic law of chance (“there is no God, and that there is no Heaven
nor anything else, but that once the body is dead the soul is dead”; “all was
ruled by chance”).21 From these materialist beliefs, Calcagno had drawn
logical as well as heretical conclusions: he had often declared that the Mass
with all its rites was “blabber”22 and that there was no “Good Lord inside.”
He had also interpreted his positions according to a homoerotic perspective,
claiming that for him “the altar, the mass, the host, chalice, and the paten”
were a “nice ass.” When Lauro de’ Glisenti had protested, attempting to
bring him back to the Catholic faith, Calcagno had called him a “beast,”
since his belief was shared by the “populace” and the “pope and these great
men.” The witnesses cited Ovid’s Metamorphoses as the source of his ideas,
given that he considered them more believable and more suitable than the
Gospel to explain mundane and celestial reality. One witness declared that
“many times he said that the Bible and the Gospels are Metamorphoses and
one should believe in Ovid’s Metamorphoses rather than in the Gospels”;23

another one said that he was addressed in the following way by Calcagno:
“Oh you are mad if you give faith to the Holy Scripture, what difference is
there between this scripture and Ovid’s Metamorphoses? Ovid is even more
truthful than the same Scripture.”24 Calcagno drew a hedonistic conclusion
from his denial of the supernatural: the “wisest and most cautious thing”
was “having a good time in this world, since all other things were fables.”25

But, according to the priest, these “fables of the Gospel” had been skillfully
composed and exploited by the Church in order to fully exercise its power
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over the population. Quoting the verse from Lucretius (but actually
Petronius Arbiter, fragment 27), “fear was the first in the world to create
gods” (Primus in orbe deos fecit timor), he had claimed that the authors
of the Scripture “were people of the devil and that they did this to hold
the people in fear, and rule the world in their way.”26

The greatest attempt to exonerate Calcagno from these charges came
from Giovita de’ Ballini, a nineteen-year-old clergyman who enjoyed
benefices, and probably also Calcagno’s homoerotic attentions. Among
the most absent-minded of the group, he kept repeating that Francesco was
joking when he said that he did not believe in the truths of the Catholic
faith, to which he fully conformed (“now sometimes he said that he did not
believe in these things of the faith and sometimes he said that he believes in
the holy mother church, and that he was jesting” at the time, because “he
was very Christian”).27 The clergyman was the one for whom Calcagno had
declared that a “nice ass” represented his way of communing with God
rather than the Eucharist, by his own admission: “I have indeed told messer
Iovita Ballino that he was a pretty young boy and that he was my altar, my
mass, the host and the paten”;28 de’ Ballini downplayed the most severe
charge—“that he adores a nice young boy, lying with him, rather than the
good lord”—to the hedonistic and materialist declaration that for Calcagno
the height of happiness was sexual satisfaction with a nice young boy
(“he knew no other happiness than enjoying a nice young boy”).29 Only the
bookseller confirmed that the account was truthful. The others steered
the conversation toward Calcagno’s repeated request to find him paid
youths—something that they clearly did and knew how to do even for
themselves. De’ Glisenti said that “many times priest Francesco told me
and begged me to let him have some young boys and that he would
have given me four scudi to get them for him.”30 De’ Ballini pointed at
the bookseller as one of the intermediaries, giving even more precise
information: Francesco had asked him for some specific youths in order
to have sexual relations with them (“I know that that priest Francesco has
asked master Piero to get him a young boy from the Cinalij and a young
boy from the Camarlengi to lie with them”);31 Pietro delle Grazie admitted
only that he had asked him once.

Clearly, Calcagno’s preference for sex “against nature,” with young boys
as well as women, with whom it appeared he had had stable paid relations,
was undisputed. However, he not only practiced sodomy but also theorized
the moral and social superiority of such relations on those “according to
nature,” completely and defiantly overturning common opinion. As we
have seen, the trial was triggered by a case of pederasty. De’ Glisenti
described the details of the case reported by de’ Savarisi: Francesco slept
every night with the son of a woman named Caterina, at that time a maid
for Giovanni Antonio Savarisi, holding him between his legs, and during
the day he hugged and kissed him; and when he saw a nice boy he declared
that he would have gladly paid to have him.32
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The witness worsened Calcagno’s position by stating that he had seen the
priest “dressed as a secular man,”33 with a velvet beret on his head, and
that he slept with prostitutes, with whom he had sodomitical relationships
because only beasts and plebeians had intercourse “according to nature.”34

Furthermore, Calcagno had confessed to Pietro delle Grazie that he had also
lain “contra naturam” with a woman with whom he had a relationship,
for the same reason.

According to the proceedings, within the group, Calcagno’s positions had
elicited disapproval from the priest Nicolò de’ Ugoni and de’ Glisenti. The
former, according to delle Grazie, having heard Calcagno explain his theory
on Christ and St. John in his shop, severely reproved him, saying that he
should be ashamed of his beastly behaviors (“Go, be with the beasts, you
should be ashamed”).35 But the strongest protestations had come from de’
Glisenti—or at least de’ Glisenti wanted it to appear so, probably to get back
at Calcagno for his disaffection, or to conceal sins they shared. In fact, in
front of the inquisitors he assumed the role of informer and judge, taking care
to state that he had never hated Francesco, but only his debauched life, and
that this is probably why the priest was resentful toward him.36 De’ Glisenti
stated that he had reprimanded him “more than once in friendly terms …

about his impious behaviors,”37 reminding him that the Holy Scripture
considered sodomy the worst of sins (“blames and considers this vice of
sodomy such an abomination that there could be no greater one”),38 with the
result that, as we have seen, he was called a fool because he put faith in the
Bible instead of Ovid.

How did Calcagno reply to these accusations? During the first ques-
tioning, he hid behind a supposedly failing memory. Calcagno claimed that
in the shop there was a lot of chatter (“so many things have been said in
that shop that I do not recall exactly”) 39 and “jesting.”40 He stood by his
devotion to the Church’s doctrine in spite of a few mistaken declarations
and instead pointed the finger at other members of the group, starting with
de’ Glisenti. Calcagno was clearly looking for retaliation. With regard to
the first charge, Calcagno said that only in response to de’ Glisenti’s
incredulity regarding the supernatural and metaphysical dimension (“he did
not believe in anything at all, unless in what he saw”)41 had he given the
example of Jesus and his homoerotic relationship with St John (“Therefore,
one may believe and state all the evils in the world about Christ, and that he
had St. John as his catamite”).42 Then it was priest Ugoni’s turn. Calcagno
turned the charges against him: it was Ugoni who gave the Bible as much
credit as Aesop’s fables. As far as he was concerned, during a meeting of the
group he was in fact asked about the matter of Christ’s relationship with
the evangelist, but he had merely explained the biblical passage and
anything unorthodox was “in jest” (“one of them whom I can’t remember
asked me what I believed about little Saint John, of whom I had told him many
times—meaning the aforementioned words about St. John—and I explained
to him what ′ille quem diligebat, et qui recubuit super pectus eius’ meant,
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as if I were saying the words mentioned above about Saint John, and I said this
as a joke”).43

Calcagno confessed that he regretted his statements about the human
nature of Christ and his relationship with St. John, since he was “absolutely
Christian,”44 but when delle Grazie threatened to accuse him, he had become
angry with him. With regard to the other related charges, he confirmed
Giovita’s version about his referring to him as an “altar,” etc., while he
vehemently refuted the most severe statement, that sodomy was the founda-
tion and support of his atheism (“that he would rather adore a nice young
boy, lying with him, than the good lord”).45 The requests for “putti,” young
boys, were jokes; refusing the Bible was the statement “of a man” and “not of
a Christian”;46 he dressed as a layman only in “honest” places.

The following day, during the second questioning, the situation changed
completely. The judges of the faith asked for and obtained a confirmation
from Calcagno regarding his positions on Christ, God, Heaven, the
Eucharist, and blasphemy. Calcagno added that he had taken his ideas on
atheism and sodomy from a book lent to him by de’ Glisenti, La cazzaria, by
Antonio Vignali (first published in 1531). And yet it is significant that the
inquisitors did not insist on these heterodox positions, but were content with
a summary confession, and focused instead on the infractions regarding
his status as a clergyman. They ascertained the reasons why he had left the
Benedictine order and dressed as a secular man. They inquired whether he
had administered the sacraments after leaving the order, in which places, and
with what license. In response to their questions, Calcagno explained that
he had abandoned the priesthood after reconsidering a vow that had been
made lightly (“seduced, and with a certain carelessness”),47 and he celebrated
the Mass because he considered valid the permission he had obtained from
the Apostolic Penitentiary, despite a ban for former members of priestly
orders. Having received satisfying answers, the inquisitors accepted his
petition for compassion and mercy, since he had made mistakes “with
ignorance and as a madman,”48 expressing things he was “unhappy”49 with
and that he did not really believe (“I never intended them to be true”).50 This
was enough for the inquisitors. Their behavior was in agreement with the
current approach of the Church toward crimes committed by clergymen, i.e.
never judging them too harshly, even in the most severe cases. Indeed, instead
of handing out heavy punishments, they were most interested in avoiding
scandal and reprobation and potentially weakening an institution whose
power was already under attack by state institutions and the Reformation.51

However, this was not enough for the lay deputies of the Republic. Quite
the contrary. After Calcagno had confirmed his confession before the rectors
in Brescia, the machine of secular justice of the Serenissimamoved swiftly and
relentlessly in order to convict the offender according to the city’s very strict
legislation relating to blasphemers and sodomites.52 On August 16, after
unremitting appeals, the podestà Giovanni Mocenigo and the captain of
Brescia, marquis Michiel, sent the former monk’s file to the Council of Ten,
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along with the file of two Protestants, Luca d’Arcoli and Stefano Giusti da
Cremona, a doctor in Gardone, so that they could be tried with friar
Gerolamo Allegretti da Spalato, already incarcerated in Venice. While
keeping silent on the Protestants, in the letter accompanying the proceedings,
the governors clearly condemned Calcagno’s ideas: he was not only a
Lutheran (i.e., heretic), but the most impious enemy of Christ, who had
been blasphemous against Christ and St. John. His conception of the
sexuality of Christ seemed unmatched by the main enemies of the Messiah:
demons, Jews, and especially Muslims, who were generally associated
with sodomitical practices and filled the Venetian State at the time.53 The
sentence stated:

a man not only Lutheran but the most impious enemy of our Lord Jesus
Christ, who said words and blasphemies for which, when you noble sirs
will hear them with your so chaste ears, it will not be possible for you not
to be horrified, words so heinous and foul about Our Lord and John the
Baptist [actually the Evangelist] that no Turk or Jew or even the Demons
not only have ever heard but even imagined.54

Calcagno’s fate was sealed. The Church, however, did not give up on
trying to assert its jurisdiction over clergymen, attempting to force that
balance of power with state authorities that in the Serenissima was entirely to
their advantage, and constantly the object of attempts to redefine it on the
part of the organs of the Holy See. In fact, the cardinal’s vicar asked the
rectors that the case be judged by ecclesiastical authority, which was entitled
to intervene in crimes committed by the clergy.55

But all was in vain. On August 23, Calcagno was transferred, along with
others accused of Lutheranism, to Venice, in the prison of the Holy Office,
where he awaited his final sentence, drafted by a commission of theologians
and doctors. The sentence was communicated to the rectors of Brescia on
October 14, so that they could implement the penalty in the city where the
convicts had committed their criminal acts (“spread and made the mis-
takes”);56 the show had to be exemplary in order to prove to the people the
severity of the laws (“so that they be of example and fear to others”).57

Actually, the only horrifying moment was Calcagno’s execution, because the
ones charged with favoring the Reformation abjured.58 In order to make it
even more significant, the Ten decided first to degrade the heretic and
blasphemous priest (“apostate, heretic and blasphemer”)59 with a spectacular
ceremony (“solemnly and effectively”)60 in piazza San Marco in Venice, and
then to send him back, safely in custody, to Brescia, in order to carry out the
death sentence in the area of the city intended for executions, with a public
and grandiose reading of the sentence by the rectors (“with loud and clear
voice in front of the population”).61 On December 23, 1550, the sentence of
the cutting of the tongue, beheading, and burning at the stake was carried out
according to the instructions in front of a great crowd (“the sentence decided
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against priest Francesco Calcagno, heretic, sinful and blasphemer, was read
and published, and, as it was carried out, the tongue was cut out by the
master of justice to said priest Francesco, his head was cut, and his body
burned and incinerated with blazing fire in the place filled with a crowd”).62

The “putrid member”63 had been eliminated with the purifying fire.

Calcagno, a Libertine of the Sixteenth Century

Calcagno’s opinions, as we have seen, were marked by atheism and an overall
refusal of the Catholic Church. His beliefs were expressed as an avowal of a
pagan and naturalistic vision of creation and of the otherworldly dimension
instead of the biblical narration and its doctrinal and cultural expressions;
as criticism toward religious deception aimed at power; and as a legitimation
of sexual transgression, considered an opposing value to the order of
traditional society. Such a vision appears to be the result of a personal
revision of elements of the Italian culture of the Renaissance, from classical
literature and philosophy (in his case, Ovid, Lucretius, and Petronius), to the
mortalist and materialist tradition, to anticlericalism, to Neoplatonism, to
libertine positions: a mixture with different and often atomized outcomes,
which in the sixteenth century were destined to flow into nonconformist
conceptions of religion and in certain cases even of Catholic morality. In the
following centuries, such ideas resulted in disbelief, atheism, and libertinism
that became widespread in the Venetian Republic.64

Where did Calcagno get these ideas from? The cultural environment of
Brescia was certainly very fertile for the development of dissent and anomie.
A land of heresy and witches in the Middle Ages, during the sixteenth
century, the city was the scene of “violence, parties and revelry.”65 It was also
receptive toward intellectual and religious novelties and critical toward
tradition thanks to its contacts with Venice, with the universities of Padua,
Bologna, and Ferrara, and with commercial exchanges beyond the Alps.66

The crucial role played by these cities and by intellectual and commercial
contacts in the dissemination of heterodoxy in Italy, even in its most radical
movements, is well known.67 In fact, anabaptists, antitrinitarians, extreme
Waldensians, and the sect of the “arcieretico” Giorgio Siculo (d. 1551) spread
to this area.68 Equally important was the presence of a philosophical,
anticlerical milieu descending from the Renaissance and from Erasmus that
often represented the breeding ground for these tendencies, with significant
implications for our analysis. In the duchy of the Este family, for example,
nonconformism, both religiously and culturally, was altogether very common
among the court and intellectual elite. A significant example is Celio
Calcagnini (1479–1551), trusted diplomat for Ercole II and a protonotary
apostolic in the service of cardinal Ippolito d’Este, a man of science and
letters with an encyclopedic knowledge, who built up a library with several
heterodox texts, supported naturalistic positions which were basically
antichristian—and consciously dissimulated—and composed erotic verses.
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He shared his ideas with the intellectual Pacifico Massimi, author of the
famous erotic composition Hecatelegium (1489), the first to openly cele-
brate.69 Returning to Brescia, it was through those channels that
the Reformation began to spread to the city in the 1520s, penetrating city
elites and the clergy, creating strong communities sympathetic to protestant
beliefs, and also circles with a tendency toward religious radicalism. The
centers were the houses of the Ugoni, the Martinengo, and the Donzellini, as
well as the convents of St. Faustinus, St. Francis, and St. Afra, where the
dissenters Vincenzo Maggi (d. 1564), Gomezio Lovisello, Celso Martinengo
(1515–1557), and Ippolito Chizzolla (d. 1565) lived. The Accademia dei
Dubbiosi, a learned society that had a marked vocation toward philosophical
skepticism and religious heterodoxy, became active in the 1550s and saw the
participation of the nobleman Fortunato Martinengo and Girolamo Ruscelli
(1518–1566); its relations extended to Pietro Aretino (1492–1556), Ortensio
Lando (1512–1560, both dates are uncertain), Jacopo Bonfadio (1508–1550),
Giovanni Andrea Ugoni (b. 1540), the Paduan and Neapolitan heterodox
circles, and more. Other city academies and printing houses were sensitive to
the charm of Eastern, Neoplatonic, and Hebrew literature, particularly with
regard to divination and messianism. The forbidden books of the Protestant
reformers were sold in the city by Benedetto and Ludovico Britannico, and by
Pietro Antonio Piacentino in a workshop run directly by German printers.70

The religious situation was very fluid, and full of demands and ideas, but
united by the search for a new spirituality. As Adriano Prosperi has observed,
in Brescia in the 1530s and 1540s, one passed with ease “from the sectarian
mysticism of certain Benedictine circles of the Cassinese congregation, close
to Giorgio Siculo, to the confidant and active charity of Angela Merici,
from the visionary preaching of charismatic religious such as the mysterious
Brother Raphael to the devotion of the confraternities of the Body of Christ.”
Very different reforming attitudes intertwined in the city between clergy
and laymen, men and women, aristocrats and “ordinary” people.71 Therefore,
in Brescia, between philosophy and religion, the environment was over-
flowing with potential for the creation of cultural positions that provided
alternatives to tradition.

We do not know how much of this mixture of ideas and stimuli reached
Calcagno. There was no lack of channels: the monastery, the meetings at the
bookshop with his friends (one from the Ugoni family: Da Presceglie,
possibly convicted for Lutheranism), and the readings.72 In the Venetian
Republic as well as elsewhere, in the sixteenth century and beyond, shops
were essential venues for the circulation of ideas and books on religious,
political, and cultural topics centered on freedom and nonconformism.73

Furthermore, the space of the shop (especially pharmacies, barber shops, and
patisseries) was considered by the Venetian magistrates during the
Renaissance to be the favorite place for homosexual practices.74

Both manners of communicating and interacting were present in the circle
gathered in delle Grazie’s bookshop, thanks to which Calcagno came into
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possession of a book that was, by his own admission, the main source of
his thinking: La cazzaria, o del cazzo e della sua cognitione. This work, written
in 1525/1526 (and published in 1530) by one of the founders of the
Sienese Accademia degli Intronati, Antonio Vignali, also known as Arsiccio
Intronato, is a masterpiece of sixteenth-century erotic literature because
of the novel subject and the extremely realistic and erudite narrative
techniques. According to Borsellino, hidden behind the title (literally “tangle
of dicks”) was a sort of philosophical narration, with ideological and political
aims, inspired by libertinism.75 The cultural depth of the text was quite
significant, with its multiple critical motives related to the Christian vision
of creation and morality, to the superiority of the condition of the clergy
and its costumes, to the use of Latin instead of the vernacular, to political
power—particularly with a phallocratic allegory of the oligarchy that had
gained power after the fight between factions in Siena, among which were the
republicans defined as libertines, and so on. Such a gathering of topics was
fatal to the fortune of the book and its author; the text, hidden by the Sienese
academics, was reprinted only at the end of the nineteenth century, while
Vignali himself was forced into exile.76

Here we will discuss only the resemblances with Calcagno’s position and
the stimuli Vignali could have provided to the development of Calcagno’s
thinking. Similarities include the philosophical naturalism that lay behind
the promotion of sexuality, especially homoerotic sexuality, coupled with the
related dismantling of the theological and moral Catholic system; the anti-
ecclesiastical polemic; and the practice of sodomy, both personal and in their
respective circles (i.e., the Accademia degli Intronati in Vignali’s case) with a
unique intertwining of literature and life. The work appears as a burlesque
dialog between Arsiccio Intronato and Sodo, the telling pseudonym of
Marc’Antonio Piccolomini, a learned man who practiced sodomy. The
exchange was born from the trivial question “why don’t the balls enter the
ass and the cunt when fucking?,”77 which was posed to the group after
another academic, Bizzarro (i.e., Marcello Landucci) had found a manuscript
in Vignali’s library while attending to a street prostitute. The conversation
which was focused on sexuality—specifically on “dick, cunt, ass, fuck, and
sodomizing”78—was presented as a primarily philosophical argument since
“philosophy is nothing other than the understanding of natural things”79 and
therefore celebrated as entirely positive for its naturalness and perfection
within creation. Vignali was singing a true hymn to nature and its benevo-
lence, painting it as a perfect thing just like its laws and fruits: “Nature is so
perfect that it is necessary that all things that are made to follow its laws
are perfect things: nature was always benign, munificent and mindful.”80

Therefore, knowing the secrets of sex was not shameful; it deserved public
recognition and social distinction, since it was the exclusive dominion of
learned men and gentlewomen.81 The great authors of classical antiquity,
Plato, Ovid, Apuleius, Martial, Horace, and Virgil, were called as witnesses
together with great authors of Italian literature such as Dante, Boccaccio,
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Petrarca, Bembo, and especially Pietro Aretino.82 Calcagno’s atheistic
naturalism and his sexual elitism, founded on classical references, echoed
these views. These were based on the idea that “the dick is a natural thing and
the cunt and fuck completely natural and necessary things for our being.”83

Vignali made a very concrete description of the sexual organs and their
functions, presenting them as fundamental components of human procre-
ation, the most perfect expression of creation, “of such a noble animal as a
human is.”84 However, a primary position was assigned to the bottom, the
“first honored”85 since antiquity—to the point that the Romans had erected
a monumental “Culiseo”!86 With a clear reversal of current religious and
juridical paradigms, sodomy with both men and women was considered not
contra naturam but secundum naturam, “who, had she not wanted man to
sodomize, she wouldn’t have made it such a sweet thing and she would have
made that the ass could not endure the dick.”87 However, Vignali did not
avoid the polemic against current legislature that condemned sodomites to
capital punishment.88 According to Vignali—and to Calcagno as well—anal
and homosexual relationship represented the highest expression of pleasure,
a pleasure that could be compared to Heaven, but was an entirely earthly
pleasure: “I don’t think that in Heaven the nectar and the ambrosia are as
sweet as the sweetness you feel with the dick in a soft, white and young ass.”89

The materialist vision of the otherworldly, connected with the notion of
homoeroticism, was also shared with other members of the Accademia degli
Intronati. One member had redesigned the entire geography of creation,
believing Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory to be in this world, and the angels
to be “nice young boys.”90 Vignali’s polemic against the clergy for their
immorality, weariness, despotism, sinfulness, hypocrisy, and, conversely,
the favor toward the condition of layman, was quite significant in such a
desecrating context. Criticism was particularly directed at the abuse
(sexual and of power) committed by friars against fellow brothers and
worshipers in convents and through confession, the favorite means to
access erotic and especially homoerotic life, which they generally prac-
ticed thanks to the protection of their status, while laymen were instead
harshly reprimanded for it.91 Vignali’s criticism seemed more than just a
moral reproach; such a position hinted at the polemic against ecclesias-
tical celibacy and confession, of Erasmian if not Reformed origin.
Calcagno did not only share it, he added a stronger and more critical
twist against ecclesiastical power. Equally more extreme was his manner
of promoting sodomy, which implicated the figure of Christ himself. If the
sexuality of Christ was present in artistic depiction, with the symbolical
function of the double nature of the Son and his power, and such
iconography of John was common, Calcagno’s interpretation found new
endorsement from the end of the sixteenth century onwards, for example
in Christopher Marlowe (1564–1593).92 In Calcagno’s thinking, on the
other hand, the misogyny that was evident in Vignali—who believed
women to be the embodiment of negativity with their imperfection,
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lewdness, falseness, boundless sexual desire—seems to be absent; this view
made the homosexual, sodomitical relation entirely superior. It is unclear
whether the former priest embraced the Platonism that, according to
Maria Teresa Ricci, was behind Vignali’s positions: in particular, his
depreciation of the testicles, excluded from the sexual act, would have
signified the refusal of a man’s reproductive capacity, turning sodomy
into “the expression par excellence of a platonic love with no other aims
than pleasure,” a love that is “productive for the soul,” unencumbered by
reproduction.93 However, the superiority ascribed by Calcagno to homoerotic
relations, experienced with no moral or religious prejudice, seems certain. In
conclusion, it is for this reason that Calcagno can be considered an exponent of
sixteenth-century libertinism. Like many others, he paid with his life for his
aspiration toward freethinking and an unrestrained way of life in Italy in that
century and beyond.
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