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This article examines the imagery of the two 
Florentine cassoni (wedding chests) (Figs. 1-2) 
in the Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen, 
painted by Giovanni di Ser Giovanni during the 
third quarter of the fifteenth century.' Unlike 
most large chests from this period, they have 
not been disassembled. Shown on the frontals 
of the chests are scenes from Roman history 
while the testate (side panels) depict chivalric 
episodes. Each chest includes on the lid's un-
derside a depiction of a reclining, sleeping fig-
ure. I will address possible textual and visual 
sources for the images which would have been 
recognized by their fifteenth-century audience 
and which were important for the construction 
of the meaning of the paintings as well as their 
interpretation. 

I will suggest that part of the meaning was 
communicated by the setting in which they 
were displayed and the way in which they were 
used. In order to further elucidate the subject 
matter, women's familiarity with certain gen-
res of literature as well as their education will 
be discussed. In addition, I will take issue with 
the generally accepted identification of the 
scene depicted on one of the cassoni in Copen-
hagen as Hersilia reconciling the Romans and 
the Sabines proposed by Guy de Schoutheete 
de Tervarent.2 

In the first half of the fifteenth century, two 
cassoni would have been commissioned by the 
bride's father on the occasion of an upper-class 
Florentine marriage. The chests would have 
been highly visible in the elaborate wedding pro-
cession that conducted the bride through the 
streets from her father's to her future husband's 
house. Practices seem to have changed about 
mid-century. In the second half of the quattro-
cento the large painted chests were usually not

carried in the nuptial procession and tended to 
be purchased by the groom along with the rest of 
the furnishings for the new household.' 

The trousseau the bride received from her fa-
ther and the "countertrousseau" from her future-
husband were each placed inside one of two 
painted chests. Even after the practice of public-
ly displaying the cassoni was no longer popular, 
there is evidence to suggest that the bride contin-
ued to be associated with the chest containing 
her trousseau and the groom with the one con-
taining the "countertrousseau". Isabelle Chabot 
has shown that when a widow left her husband's 
home she was allowed to remove only one cas-
sone. 4 The other remained in the man's home 
even after his death. Each chest, then, could be 
understood as belonging to one of the spouses. 

Many of the subjects decorating the chests 
were drawn from classical texts, chivalric ro-
mances or contemporary literature and to a less-
er extent from the Bible and its apocryphal 
books. Chosen by upper-class Florentine men - 
the bride's father, uncle, brother, future husband 
or father-in-law - who commissioned the casso-
ni, the imagery was intended for the men and 
women who would have seen the chests dis-
played in the nuptial procession and afterwards 
in the bed chamber of the newlyweds' home. In 
particular, female visitors would have been re-
ceived in this part of the house. However, until 
recently it has often been assumed that because 
the narratives represented on cassone panels dat-
ing from after 1450 were derived from classical 
texts and often showed battle scenes, they were 
primarily intended for men.' I will suggest ways 
in which these images in general addressed 
women and specifically how a female audience 
might have understood the Copenhagen pan-
els.


