The Hall of Diana and Acteon

The hall is rectangular in shape (m 4.35 x 3.50 and 3.90 in height), and has a vaulted ceiling constructed on fourteen lunettes, 4 on the long sides and 3 on the short, alternated with corbels in relief, shaped like the masks of Medusa, in raised plaster.

The decorations and fresco entirely cover this area, leaving the lower zone empty (perhaps originally covered with tapestries or wainscotting) of the walls. Underrneath runs a frieze within a varnished wooden frame, bearing an inscription connected to the mythological fable but most certainly composed all over again specially for the occasion.

The vault is designed as a sort of crypt-gazebo characterised by plumes in fake golden mosaic pierced with peep-holes which open on to the blue of the sky, on which nests a pergola supported by woven reeds and intercalated with twelve putti, some winged and others not, offering garlands of fruit and flowers. The pergola, with a base densely wooded with various essences including myrtle, opens in the middle with an octagonal "window", surrounded by a rosette in which white roses predominate, opened wide to the skies. At the centre, a mirror framed in gold-coloured wood stands out, with the inscription "RESPICE FINEM".

In the lunettes, with a narrative pace which is continual yet careful to set the scene for each of the individual figures, the "fable" of Diana and Acteon unfolds, taken from the Metamorphosis of Ovid (book III, vv. 138-253), an essential reference text in humanist circles and for painters tackling classical subjects. 

Parmigianino outlines the tale on a background of dense wood, from "the golden age", lessening the narrative time in the hours leading to dusk, highlighted (particularly in the first lunettes) by the lighting up of the sky at sunset.

The setting therefore faithfully keeps to the place and time of the Ovidian tale, whilst at the same time inserting a series of variants which, as has already been pointed out, were undoubtedly functional in the interpretation of the myth which the painter and his commissioners wanted to propose.

On the first wall, two hunters dressed in classic clothing, one of whom is young whilst the other is bearded, holding on a leash a pair of dogs, appear to be closely following a nymph who, half fleeing and half inviting, leads them into the depths of the forest.

The clothing, the presence of a hunting horn slung from the belt, and the elegant greyhound kept on a leash with the left hand, qualify him as a follower of Diana the huntress, or a possible female identification of the hunter Acteon. In addition, right underneath this figure appears the accusative of the Greek of Acteon (ACTEONA) which gives an undeniably female phonetic imprint to the character, already male, of the mythological tale.

The detail of the nymph does not correspond to Ovid’s text, so that it passes unnoticed and leads to the identification of Acteon in the obviously male figure of the bearded hunter.

Suddenly, involontarily, Acteon (and his clothing is absolutely identical to that of the nymph, and not that of the hunter, on the first wall, in the same way that the physical structure of the arms and hands is obviously feminine) finds himself before Diana, who, nude in a rose pool, is purifying herself from the sweat and blood of the hunt. On her blonde head with the hair gathered into a plait, from which lengthy locks escape, the lunar crescent which unmistakeably identifies her stands out, whilst on the edge of the pool rest elegant and light, white embroidered clothes. Behind her, in the same pool, two companions clean themselves, one of which shows two books she is holding. At that moment Diana showers water from the spring onto the body of Acteon, guilty of having violated her chastity, who is immediately turned into a deer.

A young hunter surrounded by dogs signals the start again, sounding a long horn to the party: this time, however, the prey is Acteon himself, turned into a deer, who is thus torn to pieces by his dogs. Indifferent, a youth and an old man are witness to the cruel scene, arriving from the right.     The gentle and resigned look of the deer at the aggression of the dogs with their bloodied faces has been noted: this immobility, the apparent absence of relevant drama, seems a partial variant on the text of Metamorphosis.

Amongst the dogs, a greyhound wearing an open gold bivalve shell on its collar stands out. This is a symbolic element which can be taken, albeit shut, from the two greyhounds on the first wall, as well as on the hilt of Galeazzo’s sword in the portrait of Capodimonte; it is also a symbol which is difficult to decipher, traditionally linked to the figure of Diana-Moon, but also to the chastity and maternity of the virgin. It is not known in which semantic context it was adopted as the emblem of Sanvitale. In the part of the vault inscribed between the two lunettes which depict the scene of the death of Acteon, two children appear, one of whom, the bigger, supports the other who has the fragile appearance of a new-born. By ancient tradition, in the Sanvitale family, the two children were identified as Galeazzo and Paola. In particular, one of their children died in the autumn of 1523 (on the very date on which Parmigianino arrived in Fontanellato): here, the younger is wearing a string of garnets around the neck, and is holding a cherry branch, both symbols of an early and unjust death (and for this purpose often used in portraying Jesus the  child). It is at this moment, the conclusion of the fable, that the appropriate phrase in the frame should be read, seeming to draw the moral summary of the fable itself. The phrase, whilst not derived exactly from the Ovidian text, somehow paraphrases it, giving further evidence and a sense of melancholic reflection on the destiny of man, to the theme of unjust punishment and of the mistake without fault, moreover already highlighted by the latin poet.

"AD DIANAM / DIC DEA SI MISERUM SORS HUC ACTEONA DUXIT A TE CUR CANIBUS / TRADITUR ESCA SUIS / NON NISI MORTALES ALIQUO / PRO CRIMINE PENAS FERRE LICET: TALIS NEC DECET IRA / DEAS (To Diana. Tell,O Godess, why, if it was luck which brought here the unfortunate Acteon, you fed him to his dogs? Not for nothing that, only for a fault is it right that mortals should undergo this penalty: such anger is not becoming to Godesses)".

At this point, the sense of the inscription on the mirror frame becomes evident and legible: that "respice finem" (look at the end) takes on the value of a warning to reflect on fate and fortune, on the end of Acteon and man.

On the last wall, (as an exact counterattraction to Diana), at the centre, on a golden background which stands out on the narrative continuum of trees and dogs on the lateral lunettes, a female figure stands out, with hair gathered at the neck, falling in sparse blond curls around the oval of her face. She is wearing an elegant, white sixteenth-century dress with an ample neckline, with golden  

sashes and medallions at the sleeves; between her hands she holds two spikes, and a goblet with spiral handles on a tray. 

Tradition has long criticised the identification with the lady of the castle Paola Gonzaga, an identification confirmed by the series of drawings made in connection with this lunette. Paola appears turned towards the direction in which the narration starts, a type of friendly invitation, introduction or preface, to the reading/viewing of the fable. The introductory function of this wall within the entire cycle is confirmed by the verification that the inscription, whilst mutilated by the opening or enlarging of the current window, seems to start with the invocation of the Godess, right after the lunette of Paola.

Her figure therefore always results as both an incipit and symbolic conclusion of the entire cycle, projecting on it its own interpretative intention. It is no coincidence that the most credible iconological readings of the hall are in some way indebted to this identification.

