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Italy possesses one of the richest and most influential literatures of Europe,
stretching back to the thirteenth century. This first substantial history of
Italian literature to appear in the English language for forty years provides
a comprehensive survey of Italian writing from its earliest origins up to the
present day. Leading scholars describe and assess the work of writers who
have contributed to the Italian literary tradition, including Dante, Petrarch
and Boccaccio, the Renaissance humanists, Machiavelli, Ariosto and
Tasso, pioneers and practitioners of opera and drama from commedia
dell’arte to Pirandello and Dario Fo, the nineteenth- and twentieth-century
poets from Leopardi to Montale, and the novelists from Manzoni to
Calvino and Eco. The Cambridge History of Italian Literature is accessible
to the general reader as well as to students and scholars: translations are
provided, along with a map, chronological charts, and up-to-date and
substantial bibliographies.
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Preface

The Cambridge History of Italian Literature is intended to provide a compre-
hensive survey of Italian literature from its origins to the present day within the
scope of a single volume. This obviously presents significant problems of
selection and compression given the magnitude of the subject — a literary
tradition of more than 700 years — and the considerable expansion of scholarly
and critical studies in recent years. We believe however that this concentration
helps to bring into focus features and issues which may be obscured by a more
diffuse treatment. The volume also represents an act of faith in literary history
as such and a belief that tradition, perhaps more in Italy than in some other
cultures, is an important determining factor in literary creativity.

Italian literature is here taken generally to mean literature in the Italian
vernacular: it has been possible, in a volume of this size, to mention only
briefly a considerable output of dialect works which, however vibrant and
illustrative of Italian genius, are nevertheless accessible to only a limited section
of the Italian people. Similarly, works in Latin by Italian writers have received
only brief mention, except in the case of the humanists of the fifteenth century
when Latin came to dominate the vernacular as the principal vehicle for all
serious writing.

Because of the size and complexity of the undertaking a multi-author
approach seemed desirable and the responsibility for writing this volume has
been shared among nineteen scholars, each of whom is a specialist in the
appropriate field and able to give an authoritative assessment of the current
state of research and criticism in that area. The editors have reduced as far as
possible discrepancies and overlaps, but they have not sought to impose
uniformity of approach or style on the different contributors — in the belief that
variations between the sections of this volume are themselves reflective of a
healthy diversity of research in the discipline as a whole.

The volume is aimed at the general reader rather than at specialists in the
subject, and while it is assumed that most readers will have some knowledge of
the Italian language an attempt has been made to cater for those who do not
by providing translations of the longer passages of Italian and clarifying
shorter passages (including titles) which might prove obscure. The translations
are normally those cited in the bibliographies; where no published translations
exist the author has provided one. Quotations of verse are given in both
English and Italian, quotations of prose normally in English only. English

X1X

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



XX Preface

versions of titles are provided in parenthesis after the Italian (in italics to
indicate known published translations, in Roman where they have been
supplied by the author), followed by the date of the first Italian edition.

The structure is broadly traditional in acknowledging centuries as conveni-
ent landmarks while recognising the significant overlaps in all periods; and
within the period-divisions genre distinctions are generally paramount. For
authors mentioned in more than one section of the volume the reader is
referred to the cross-references in the text and to the Index, which provides a
guide to all the significant mentions of writers and major subjects. Special
features of this volume are the inclusion of sections on Italian opera, believed
to be important for Italian literary history at various stages, and the attempt to
bring the history as close as possible up to the present day.

For reasons of space footnotes have been reduced to a minimum, and
bibliographies are very selective. For the reader’s convenience they are
structured to match as closely as possible the format of the relevant chapters,
even though this causes some variations in layout.

While there has not been room to provide detailed contextual information
on political, social or broadly cultural matters attention is drawn to the charts
setting the main literary figures and works in a framework of contemporary
political and artistic events.

Finally the editors would like to record their sorrow at the death of one of
the contributors, Peter Marinelli, only days after completing his account of
Renaissance epic, and their appreciation of his scholarly contribution to his
subject.

P.B., L.P.

Preface to the paperback edition

The present paperback edition of the Cambridge History of Italian Literature
is a revised version of the hardback published in 1996. Authors and editors
were much encouraged by the response of reviewers and other readers and
have tried in the new edition to take account of the comments and suggestions
for improvement that have been made. Misprints and various other errors
have been corrected and a number of omissions rectified; the index has been
substantially recast and revised.
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1500 Treaty of Granada - France and Spain 1501 Michelangelo, David (-1504)
partition Kingdom of Naples c. 1502— Bramante, Tempietto, Rome (-1503)
1503—  Julius II Pope (~1513) 1503 Josquin des Prés moves to Ferrara
1508 League of Cambrai (Emperor, France, 1508 Ariosto, La cassaria 1508 Raphael, Stanze, Vatican (-1509)
Spain) against Venice 1508-  Michelangelo, Sistine ceiling (~1512)

I§II Holy League (Pope, Spain, Venice)
against France
1§12 Battle of Ravenna, French withdrawal
Medici restored to Florence
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Political events

I513-
I§I§

1523-
1525
1526

1§27
1529

1542
1545-

1559

1§71

1598

Leo X Pope (-1521)
Invasion of Italy by Francis I of France

Clement VII Pope (-1534)

French defeated by Charles V at Pavia

League of Cognac (Pope, France,
Florence, Venice, Milan) against
Charles V

Sack of Rome by Imperial troops

Treaty of Barcelona — Charles V
dominant in Italy

Inquisition revived
Council of Trent — Counter-
Reformation reinforced

Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis — Spanish
hegemony in Italy

Naval battle of Lepanto — Holy
League defeats Turks

Ferrara annexed to Papacy

Literature
C. I§13—

1516
c.1518

1525
1528

1530
1§32

I535-

1537-
1538

1554

1558-
1558

1564
1573

1581
1§90

Machiavelli, Principe, Discorsi
(~c. 1517)

Ariosto, Orlando Furioso 1st edn

Machiavelli, Mandragola

Bembo, Prose della volgar lingua
Castiglione, Cortegiano

Bembo, Rime

Ariosto, Orlando Furioso, 3rd edn
Anon. Gli ingannati

Guicciardini, Storia d’Italia (-1 540)
Aretino, Lettere (-1557)

Colonna, Rime

Bandello, Novelle

Cellini, Vita (-1566)

Della Casa, Rime e prose (inc. Il
Galateo)

Index of Proscribed Books published
by Council of Trent

Tasso, Aminta

Tasso, Gerusalemme liberata

Guarini, Il pastor fido

Other arts
I§16—

I519—

1526—

1527

C. 1531

1544~

1546
1546-

1550—
1554
1559
1565

1573

1585
1598
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Titian, Assumption of the Virgin
(-1518)

Michelangelo, Medici Chapel,
Florence (-1534)

Giulio Romano, Palazzo del Te,
Mantua (-1534)

Adrian Willaert settles in Venice

Correggio, Danae

" Orlandus Lassus settles in Italy

(-1555)
Titian, Pope Paul 111

Michelangelo, St Peter’s (-1564)

Palladio, Villa Rotonda
Palestrina, 1st Book of Masses
Willaert, Musica nova
Tintoretto, Crucifixion
Palestrina, Missa Papae Marcelli
Veronese, Feast in House of Levi

A. Gabrieli, Edipo tiranno, Vicenza
G. Gabrieli, Symphoniae sacrae |



Political events

1601

1606

1618~

1628
1631

1638~

1643
1647-

1669

1675~
1683

1700~
1713

1720

Savoy (C. Emmanuel I) regains
Saluzzo

Venice (P. Sarpi) defies papal interdict

Thirty Years’ War (-1648)

Mantua sacked by Imperial troops
Urbino devolved to Papacy

Charles Emmanuel I, King of Savoy
(-1675)

Masaniello rising in Naples
Anti-Spanish revolts in Sicily and
Naples (-1648)

Venice loses Crete to Turks

V. Amedeus King of Savoy (-1730)

Venice joins Holy League against
Turks

War of Spanish Succession (-1713)

Peace of Utrecht (Milan, Mantua,
Naples to Austria; Sicily to Savoy)

Treaty of The Hague (Sicily to Austria,
Sardinia to Savoy - V. Amedeus II)

Literature

160§
1612

1619
1622
1623

1627~-
1632
1634

1687-
1690
1694

I713

1600-1800

Chiabrera, Vendemmie del Parnaso
Boccalini, Ragguagli di Parnaso

Sarpi, Istoria del Concilio Tridentino
Tassoni, Secchia rapita

Marino, Adone

Campanella, Citta del sole

Galileo, Il Saggiatore

Della Valle, Judith, Esther (-1628)
Galileo, Dialogo sopra i due sistemi
Basile, Cunto de li cunti (-1636)

Frugoni, Cane di Diogene (-1689)
Arcadian Academy founded
Rosa, Satire (posth.)

Maffei, Merope

Other arts

1600
C. 1600
1602
C. 1604
1607
I613—
1614

1622—-

1631-

1637
1638—

1642

1649
C. 1650

1656~

1681

1706—
1707
1711
1717~
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Peri, Euridice, Florence
Caravaggio, Conversion of St Paul
Caccini, Nuove musiche

A. Caracci, Flight into Egypt
Monteverdi, Orfeo, Mantua

Reni, Aurora (-1614)
Domenichino, St Jerome

Bernini, Apollo e Dafne (-1623)

Longhena, Church of S. Maria della
Salute, Venice

First public opera house,Venice

Borromini, Church of S. Carlo alle 4
Fontane, Rome (-1641)

Monteverdi, Incoronazione di Poppea

Cavalli, Giasone

Rosa, Finding of Moses

Bernini, Colonnade of St Peter’s
(~1665)

Corelli, Trio Sonatas 1

Handel in Italy (-1710)

Scarlatti, Mitridate Eupatore, Venice
Vivaldi, Estro armonico concertos
Juvara, Basilica of Superga, Turin

(~1731)



Political events

1733~
1738

1740~
1748

1768
1773~

1775

1796—
1797

1798-
1799

1800

War of Polish Succession (-1738)

Treaty of Vienna (Naples, Sicily to
Spain, Tuscany to Francis of
Lorraine)

War of Austrian Succession (-1748)

Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle (Kingdom of
Sardinia enlarged)

France purchases Corsica from Genoa
V. Amedeus Il King of Sardinia

(-1796)
Pope dissolves Order of Jesus (Jesuits)

Napoleonic campaigns in Italy
(-1797)

Treaty of Campoformio (Venice to
Austria)

Republic in Naples (-1799)

French defeats; collapse of Naples
republic

New Napoleonic invasion of Italy

Literature
1723
1724
1725
1733—

1745

1753
1763
1763
1763~
1764
1764~

1782

1786

Giannone, Istoria civile di Napoli

Metastasio, Didone abbandonata

Vico, Principi di una scienza nuova

Muratori, Rerum italicarum scriptores
(-1751)

Metastasio, L’Olimpiade

Goldoni, Il servitore di due padroni
(scenario)

Goldoni, La Locandiera

Parini, Il mattino (1765 Giorno)
Baretti, Frusta letteraria (-1765)
Cesarotti, Ossian (-1772)
Beccaria, Dei delitti e delle pene
P. Verri, Il Caffé (~1766)

Alfieri, Saul

Alfieri, Del principe e delle lettere

Other arts

1723—
1732~

1733
1737

1749
1752~

1760
C. 1760

1782
1786
1787—

1790
1792
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De Sanctis and Specchi, Spanish Steps,
Rome (-1726)

Salvi, Trevi Fountain, Rome (-1762)

Pergolesi, La serva padrona

Tiepolo, ceiling of Gesuati Church,
Venice (-1739)

Galuppi and Goldoni, L’Arcadia in
Brenta

Vanvitelli, Royal Palace, Caserta

Piccinni, La buona figliuola, Rome

Canaletto, Piazza S. Marco

Paisiello, Barbiere di Siviglia, St
Petersburg

Mozart and Da Ponte, Nozze di
Figaro, Vienna

Canova, Cupid and Psyche (-1793)

Guardi, View of Lagoon

Cimarosa, Il Matrimonio segreto,
Vienna



Political events

1800 Napoleon defeats Austrians at
Marengo

1802 Proclamation of the Italian Republic

1805 Proclamation of Kingdom of Italy
under Napoleon

1806 French occupy Naples

1808 French occupy Rome

1814 Austria regains Lombardy and Veneto

1815 Congress of Vienna. Restoration of
pre-Napoleonic Italy

1820 ‘Carbonari’ conspirators arrested in
Milan

1820-1 Insurrections in Naples and Turin

1831~  Carlo Alberto King of Savoy (-1849)

1831-4 Insurrections in Modena, Parma,
Papal States, Piedmont, Genoa

1839 First Italian railway opened
Naples—Portici

1844 Insurrection in Calabria

Literature

1802

1806
1807
1810

I1812—-
1812—-
1816

1819~
1820~

1821
1821-
1822
1827

1828
1830~
1831
1832
1833
1834

1835
1840

Since 1800

Foscolo, Ultime lettere di Jacopo Ortis
(2nd edn)

Manzoni, In morte di Carlo Imbonati

Foscolo, Dei sepolcri

Monti, L’lliade (trans.)

Cesari, Sullo stato presente della
lingua italiana

Foscolo, Le Grazie

Manzoni, Inni sacri

Mme de Staél, Sulla maniera e I'utilita
delle traduzioni

Berchet, Lettera semiseria di
Grisostomo

Leopardi, ‘Primi idill’’ and ‘Canzony’

Manzoni, Conte di Carmagnola,
Marzo 1821, 5§ maggio, Adelchi
(-1822)

Porta, Poesie in dialetto milanese

Manzoni, Fermo e Lucia (-1823)

Pindemonte, L’Odissea (trans.)

Leopardi, Operette morali

Manzoni, I Promessi sposi (1st edn)

Leopardi, ‘Grandi idilli’

Belli, 2000 Roman Sonnets (-1836)

Leopardi, Canti (1st edn)

Pellico, Le mie prigioni

D’Azeglio, Ettore Fieramosca

Grossi, Marco Visconti

Leopardi, Canti (2nd edn)

Manzoni, Promessi sposi (2nd edn)

Other arts (P = periodical, C = cinema)

1808 Canova, Pauline Borghese as Venus
Victrix
‘Conservatorio di Musica’, Milan,
founded
1816 Rossini, Barbiere di Siviglia (Rome)
1817 Jappelli, Caffé Pedrocchi, Padua
1818~19 (P) Il Conciliatore
1829 Rossini, Guglielmo Tell (Paris)
1831 Bellini, Sonnambula and Norma
(Milan)
1835 Donizetti, Lucia di Lammermoor
(Naples)
1836 Mazzini, Filosofia della musica
1842 Verdi, Nabucco (Milan)
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Political events

1846
1848-9

1855
1857

1859
1860

1861—

1866
1870

1871
1874

1882
1885

1890

1892
1895

1899

Pius IX elected Pope

Insurrections and first War of
Independence. Roman Republic
established. Austrian intervention
and repression

Piedmont joins France in Crimean
War

Pisacane’s insurrectionary landing
near Salerno fails

Second War of Independence

Garibaldi’s Expedition to Sicily (‘the
Thousand’)

Vittorio Emanuele II King of united
Italy (-1878)

Third War of Independence: the
Veneto joined to Italian Kingdom

Italian troops enter Rome

Rome proclaimed capital of Italy

Pius IX’s denunciation of Italian state

The Triple Alliance (Italy, Germany,
Austria)

Italian troops occupy Massawa
(Eritrea)

Eritrea becomes Italian colony

Italian Workers Party founded
(banned 1894)

Workers Party named Socialist Party
(PSI)

FIAT founded

Literature
1847

1850-—
1852
1853
1853—

1857-

1861
1862
1864
1866
1867
1870-1

1877-
1880~

1881

1886
1888
1889
1891
1892
1894
1895

1898
1900~

Mameli, Fratelli d’Italia

Carducci, Juvenilia (-1860)

Mastriani, La cieca di Sorrento

Guerrazzi, Beatrice Cenci

Ruffini, Lorenzo Benoni and Il dottor
Antonio (-1855)

Rovani, Cento anni (-1858)

Carducci, Levia gravia (-1871)

Arrighi, La scapigliatura

Aleardi, Canti

Verga, Una peccatrice

Nievo, Confessioni di un italiano

De Sanctis, Storia della letteratura
italiana

Carducci, Odi barbare (-1879)

Collodi, Pinocchio (-1883)

Verga, I Malavoglia

De Amicis, Cuore

D’Annunzio, Il piacere

Verga, Mastro don Gesualdo
Pascoli, Myricae

Svevo, Una vita

De Roberto, I vicerée

Fogazzaro, Piccolo mondo antico

Svevo, Senilita
D’Annunzio, Il fuoco, Laudi, La figlia
di lorio, Fedra, etc. (-1910)

Other arts (P = perodical, C = cinema)

1846 Hayez, Sicilian Vespers

c. 1850— D’Ancona, Signorini, Banti,
‘Macchiaioli’ paintings (—c. 1870)

1851 Verdi, Rigoletto (Venice)
1853 Verdi, Traviata (Venice)
1859 Hayez, Il bacio
1863 Antonelli, ‘Mole antonelliana’, Turin
1868 Boito, Mefistofele (Milan)
1871 Verdi, Aida (Cairo)
1876 Ponchielli, La Gioconda (Milan)
1877 Mengoni, ‘Galleria Vittorio
Emanuele’, Milan
1887 Verdi, Otello (Milan)
1890 Mascagni, Cavalleria rusticana
(Rome)
1892 Leoncavallo, Pagliacci (Milan)
1893 Puccini, Manon Lescaut (Turin)
Verdi, Falstaff (Milan)
1896 Giordano, Andrea Chenier (Milan)
Puccini, Bohéme (Turin)
1900 Puccini, Tosca (Rome)
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1912

1913
191§
1917

1918
1919

1920
1921
1922
1924
1925
1926
1928

1929

Italy occupies Libya, Rhodes and
Dodecanese.
Suffrage extended for literate male
adults

Engineering workers’ right to organise
recognised

Italy declares war on Austro-
Hungarian Empire

October: Italians defeated at
Caporetto

October: Italian offensive. Armistice

First ‘fascio di combattimento’
founded in Milan.
D’Annunzio occupies Fiume
(-1920)

Strikes and occupation of factories

Communist Party of Italy (PCI)
formed as breakaway from PSL
Fascist National Party formed

October: Fascist march on Rome.
Mussolini head of government

General elections. Social-Democrat
Deputy Matteotti murdered

Manifesto of Fascist Intellectuals
issued

Opposition parties and non-Fascist
unions suppressed

Gramsci sentenced to 20 years by
Special Tribunal

Concordat between Church and State

1901
1903
1904
1906
1909

I9TX
1914

1917

I919

1921
1921-2

1923

1925

1929
1930

Capuana, Il marchese di Roccaverdina
Pascoli, Canti di Castelvecchio
Pirandello, Il fu Mattia Pascal
Aleramo, Una donna

Marinetti, Manifesto del futurismo

Gozzano, I collogui
Campana, Canti orfici

Deledda, Canne al vento

Ungaretti, Allegria di naufragi

Borgese, Rube
Pirandello, Sei personaggi, Enrico IV

Croce, Poesia e non poesia
Svevo, La coscienza di Zeno

Montale, Ossi di seppia

Moravia, Gli indifferenti
Silone, Fontamara

1908
1909

I9I0-12

1913

1914
I915

1918
1919

1920

1924-

1926

1929
1932
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(P) La Voce

Marinetti, Futurist Manifesto
published, Paris

Pratella, Three Manifestos of Futurist
music

Balla, Abstract Speed

Boccioni, Unique Forms of Continuity
in Space

De Chirico, The Enigma of a Day

Modigliani, Portrait of Juan Gris

Morandi, Flowers
(P) La Ronda (~1923)

Malipiero, Sette canzoni, Paris

(P) 1l selvaggio

Puccini, Turandot (Milan)
(P) Solaria

Sironi, Urban Landscape
(C) First cinema festival, Venice



Political events

1935-6
1937

1938
1939

1940

1943

1944
1945

1945
1946

1947

1948

1949

1934
Invasion of Ethiopia. Empire 1936
proclaimed. Rome-Berlin Axis
Anti-Fascist Rosselli brothers
assassinated in France
Racial Laws promulgated
Italy occupies Albania. Pact of Steel
with Germany

Italy enters Second World War

1939

1940

1941

2.5 July: Mussolini removed from
power

8 Sept.: Armistice declared.
Committees of National Liberation
(CLN) formed

11-23 Sept.: Mussolini, freed by
Germans, creates the Italian Social
Republic

4 June: Allied forces enter Rome

2.8 April: Mussolini executed by
partisans

20 June: Parri government with
Committee of National Liberation

10 Dec.: First De Gasperi Christian
Democrat (DC) government

Women’s suffrage granted

2 June: Referendum. Italy becomes a
republic

De Gasperi evicts PCI and PSI from
government

Constitution of Italian Republic comes
into effect

Attempted assassination of Togliatti,
leader of PCI

Italy enters NATO. Church

excommunicates Communists

1945

1947

1948

Literature

1938-

Palazzeschi, Sorelle Materassi
Pavese, Lavorare stanca

Vittorini, Conversazione in Sicilia
Gadda, La cognizione del dolore
Montale, Le occasioni
Quasimodo, Lirici greci (trans.)
Pavese, Paesi tuoi

Levi, Carlo, Cristo si é fermato a Eboli
Saba, Il canzoniere (1900~1945)

Pratolini, Cronache di poveri amanti
Ungaretti, Il dolore

Sereni, Diario d’Algeria

Levi, Primo, Se questo € un uomo

Morante, Menzogna e sortilegio
Pavese, Prima che il gallo canti

Other arts (P = periodical, C = cinema)

1933 ‘Maggio musicale’ established,
Florence

1937 (P) Letteratura

1938 (P) Campo di Marte

1941 Guttuso, Crocifissione

1942 (C) Visconti, Ossessione

1945 (C) Rossellini, Rome, Open City

1946 (C) Rossellini, Paisa

1948 (C) De Sica, Bicycle Thieves

1948-9 Nervi, Exhibition Hall, Turin

1949 Dallapiccola, Il prigioniero
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1950
1951

1953

1955

1963

1968
1969

1974

Cassa per il Mezzogiorno
(Development Fund for the South)
created

Fiscal reform

Electoral reform (‘legge truffa’)
approved

Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi (ENI)
founded

Italy enters UNO

Moro heads centre-left government
Compulsory schooling extended to
14-year-olds

Students’ occupation of universities

Terrorist attack in Piazza Fontana,
Milan

Terrorist attacks in Brescia and on
‘Italicus’ train.
Referendum confirms divorce law
of 1970
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1950

1954
1955
1956
1957
1958
1959

1961
1962

1963

196§

1968

1971
1974
1975

Pavese, La luna e i falo

Fenoglio, La malora
Moravia, Racconti romani
Pasolini, Ragazzi di vita
Pratolini, Metello

Caproni, Il passaggio di Enea
Montale, La bufera e altro
Pasolini, Le ceneri di Gramsci
Calvino, Il barone rampante
Tomasi di Lampedusa, I/ gattopardo
Pasolini, Una vita violenta
Cassola, La ragazza di Bube

Sciascia, Il giorno della civetta
Bassani, I/ giardino dei Finzi-Contini

Ginzburg, Lessico famigliare
Levi, Primo, La tregua
Meneghello, Libera nos a malo
Luzi, Nel magma

Calvino, Cosmicomiche
Sereni, Strumenti umani
Fenoglio, Il partigiano Johnny

Montale, Satura
Morante, La storia
D’Arrigo, Horcynus Orca

1950~
1950~
1951
1954
I1954-5
1955

1956

1958—
1960

1961

1963

1967

1968
1969
1970

1970
1973
1975-

Capogrossi, Art exhibition, Rome

Burri, First Sacco, Rome

Studio BBPR (Ludovico Barbiano
etc.), Torre velasca, Milan

Fontana, Manifesto spazialismo,
Milan

(C) Fellini, La strada

Colla, First metal sculptures, Rome

Berio and Maderna, ‘Studio di
fonologia’ established, Milan

Scarpa, ‘Museo di Castelvecchio’,
Verona

Manzi, Doors of St Peter’s (-1964)

(C) Fellini, La dolce vita

(C) Visconti, Rocco e i suoi fratelli

(C) Antonioni, Avventura

(C) Pasolini, Accattone

Nono, Intolleranza (Venice)

Manzoni, Socle du monde. Omaggio a
Galileo

(C) Fellini, 8 1/2

Boetti and others, ‘Arte povera’
exhibition, Genoa

(C) Leone, C’era una volta il West

Fo, Mistero buffo

(C) De Sica, Il giardino dei Finzi
Contini

Fo, Morte accidentale di un anarchico

(C) Fellini, Amarcord

Piano, ‘Centre Georges Pompidou’,
Paris



Political events

1976
1978
1980

1981

1990
1991
1992

1993
1994

Lockheed bribery scandal

Moro kidnapped and murdered by
Red Brigades

Terrorist bombing of Bologna railway
station

Masonic P2 Lodge uncovered.
Abortion referendum. Abortion law
passed

The Gladio arms-cache exposure

Communist Party dissolved -
refounded as PDS (Democratic
Party of Left)

“Tangentopoli’ bribery scandal begins.
Collapse of DC at general election
Referendum leads to new electoral law

Parliamentary election won by
coalition of ‘Forza Italia’ and allies
Dec.: Coalition collapses

Literature
1976
1978
1979
1980

1981

1983

1984
1985

1989
1990

Consolo, Il sorriso dell’ignoto
marinaio
Sciascia, L’affaire Moro
Calvino, Se una notte d’inverno
Eco, Il nome della rosa
Sanvitale, Madre e figlia
Bufalino, Diceria dell’untore
De Carlo, Treno di panna

Calvino, Palomar

Benni, Terra!

Tabucchi, Notturno indiano
Celati, Narratori delle pianure
Del Giudice, Atlante occidentale
Sciascia, Una storia semplice
Vassalli, La chimera

Maraini, La lunga vita di Marianna

Ucria

Other arts (P = periodical, C = cinema)

1976 (C) Bertolucci, Novecento

1977 (C) Taviani brothers, Padre, padrone

1981-  Clemente, Chia, Cucchi,
“Transavanguardia’ paintings

1984 Berio, Un re in ascolto (Salzburg)

1985 (C) Moretti, La messa é finita

1988 Clemente, Brotherbood (painting)

(C) Tornatore, Nuovo cinema
paradiso
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I

The earliest evidence

Looking back from the beginning of the Trecento, Dante surveyed the relative
literary achievements of French, Provencal and Italian vernaculars up to his
day:

French boasts that, because of its greater ease and pleasantness of use, anything set
down or composed in vernacular prose belongs to it: for instance the biblical
compilation with the deeds of the Trojans and Romans, and the exquisite adventures
of King Arthur, and many other stories and learning. Provengal claims that vernacular
writers wrote poetry in it first, as in a more perfect and sweeter language: think of
Peire d’Alvernhe and other learned men of older times. The third language, of the
Italians, has two claims to preeminence: the first is that those who have more sweetly
and subtly written vernacular poetry were from its household; Cino da Pistoia and his
friend are examples: and the second is that it is seen to rely more on Latin, which is
universal.

(De vulgari eloquentia [henceforth DVE] 1, 10 (?1304))

What is striking about this summary is that both French and Provengal have
well-defined traditions behind them: the examples Dante cites go back genera-
tions (Peire d’Alvernhe wrote between 1150 and 1180; Chrétien de Troyes and
Thomas, authors of the most important French romances, were writing around
1170). Significantly, Dante extends the references to French and Provencal
writers by mentioning unspecified ‘plures’ and ‘alii’ (numerous others). For
Italian, however, the examples could hardly be more solitary or recent: Cino
da Pistoia was in his early thirties and his friend — Dante is referring to himself
— was nearing forty: no other ‘vulgares eloquentes’ are mentioned. Indeed,
much of the DVE is a fruitless search for writing in Italian vernaculars which
rises above the municipal or the uncouth. A similar picture of the relative
juniority of Italian is painted, protestingly, in Vita Nuova (henceforth VN)
xxv, and in Convivio 1, 10. Nevertheless, Dante believed the new poetry just
emerging from Italy at the end of the Duecento could hold its own with the
best. Where did this new-found, superior sweetness and subtlety suddenly
come from?

The political fragmentation of early medieval Italy, its poor communications
hampered by difficult geography, and the localisation resulting from the
economic implosion of the Dark Ages left their mark on the culture and
language of the peninsula. Local dialects, still a marked feature of Italy today,

3
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4 Origins and Duecento

restricted expression to a cramped territorial radius. Everywhere Latin re-
mained the language of administration, learning and thought, not just for
reasons of cultural prestige but because there was no other lingua franca.
When the new literary language of Italy finally developed, it was to do so in
those limited cultural spaces where Latin offered no predominant tradition,
and where nevertheless cohesive patterns of expression could be established. In
short, Italy would have to wait for other vernacular cultures to come of age.
‘Italian’, from the origins to at least the end of the Duecento, is a construction
post-factum because of an unbroken cultural rather than a linguistic tradition.

Such was the monopoly of Latin as a written medium in the early Middle
Ages that the first evidence of Italian volgare is fragmentary, amounting to a
few scattered lines, and very late (early ninth century) in comparison with
French or English. The fragments are not literary, and the Latinity of the
scribes has made evaluation problematic. The so-called Indovinello veronese
(early ninth century) is a riddle about writing, which can be read either as
Latin influenced by the emerging vernacular, or as the new language deformed
by scribal familiarity with Latin.

Similar doubts pertain to a series of placiti, or sworn statements, preserved
in the archives of Montecassino. The documents, referring to land disputes
around Capua, Teano and Sessa between 960 and 963, are set out in Latin,
but the oral testimony is recorded in the vernacular. The presence of Latinisms
and of dialectally unexpected verb forms suggests that the testimonies are
really ‘legalese’ and not a reliable record of tenth-century Campanian dialect.

More extensive, though still non-literary, evidence has to wait till the late
eleventh century. To eliminate blank spaces in a deed of covenant of 1087
(blank spaces facilitated surreptitious codicils), a notary by the name of
Rainerio from Monte Amiata near Siena scribbled a ribald tercet about a client
Caputcoctu (Capocotto, or ‘Hothead’). The earthy colloquialisms can still be
half heard through the scribe’s latinate spelling.

The first lengthy document is a confessional formula from Norcia in
Umbria, again from the late eleventh century. The vernacular character
(Umbrian dialect) is unmistakable, even though the doctrinal context ensures
that Latin is predominant, in both lexis and sentence structure.

Despite the increasing length of such documents, consciously artistic and
linguistically autonomous use of the vernacular would have to wait till the
second half of the twelfth century, when an unknown giullare (minstrel)
composed, in eastern Tuscany, the Ritmo laurenziano, a poem praising a
bishop and brazenly begging for a horse. The octosyllabic metre, along with
the obsequious content, displays affinities with models north of the Alps.
Other poems displaying the same giullaresco characteristics are the Ritmo
cassinese and the Ritmo di S. Alessio (both late twelfth or early thirteenth
century), the latter a substantial but incomplete hagiography in 27 irregular
stanzas.
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Francis of Assisi

None of the documents mentioned so far indicates conscious cultural accumu-
lation or progressive literary development, and this unsophisticated localised
production was to carry on for centuries in its geographical and linguistic
isolation, long after literary standards had been established. Piety and humour
were to be its staples, and genre and metrical forms were to remain closely
linked to the oral humus from which it spontaneously germinated. This hidden
dimension (hidden, that is, from the history of ‘high’ literature) could
occasionally throw surprises, such as the impressive religious outpourings of
Umbria, starting with St Francis (1182~1226) himself. The saint, whose very
name indicates how fashionable French culture was, and who sang in French
when jolly, who liked to name his companions after the characters in the
Round Table, and whose followers were nicknamed ioculatores domini
(minstrels of the Lord), was able, even in the discomfort of his last illness (c.
1225), to compose a hymn of astounding freshness and innocence. The Laudes
Creaturarum, also known as the Cantico delle creature (‘Praise of God’s
Creation’), starts by singing the praises of God for creating the sun, moon and
stars, then, after thanking Him for the four elements, concludes in gratitude for
patience in suffering and for Death itself. Here, in the stanzas in praise of water
and fire, the character of St Francis, a cross between extraordinarily heightened
directness and a simplicity verging on the simple-minded, comes across in all
its exaltation:

Laudato si’, mi’ Signore, per sor’aqua,

la quale é multo utile, et humile, et pretiosa et casta.
Laudato si’, mi’ Signore, per frate focu,

per lo quale ennallumini la nocte:

ed ello ¢é bello, et iocundo, et robustoso et forte.

(Be thou praised my Lord for Sister Water, which is very useful, humble, precious and
chaste. Be thou praised my Lord for Brother Fire, by which you light up the night, and
which is fair and jolly, strapping and strong.)

Francis’s pantheistic celebration is written in assonantal prose, with what
was an originally marked Umbrian timbre ennobled by biblical turns of phrase
and notions of Latin rhetoric. The use of the vernacular was, of course, linked
to the essentially popular nature of this new piety, in contrast to the Latinity of
the regular Church. The spreading of religious enthusiasm, unimpeded by
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barriers of language or learning, meant that the Franciscan tradition was to
produce many other laudes, some of the most dramatic, even terrifying, being
written by Iacopone da Todi (1230-1306), who is also tentatively credited
with composing the famous Stabat Mater, Mary’s lament on the crucified
Christ, later set to music by Palestrina, Haydn, Rossini and others. In O
Segnor, per cortesia, manname la malsania, lacopone catalogues a ghastly
checklist of deformities, suppurations and illnesses, ending up with a gruesome
wish: to be devoured by a wolf and defecated among briars. The sufferings,
however horrible, could not compare with the poet’s sin against God: ‘ché me
creasti en tua diletta / e io t’ho morto a villania’ (for you created me in your
charity / and I killed you basely). The dramatic distance between these late
outpourings from Todi and the original simplicity of St Francis’s welcome of
‘Our Sister Bodily Death’ could hardly be wider.

Popular and didactic poetry

Important as St Francis is (and many take the composition of the Cantico delle
creature as the starting-point of Italian literature), the religious poetry of
Umbria was, like its counterparts in the north of the peninsula, a cultural blind
alley, incapable of fomenting a lay artistic tradition. Amongst the northern
writers, most of whom stuck to edifying or devotional subjects, Girard Pateg
(fl. 1228) from Cremona rendered parts of Ecclesiastes into a Splanamento or
dialect explanation in alexandrines. Pietro da Bescapé’s Sermoni (1274)
crudely paraphrased in a variety of metres large chunks of the Gospels and
other parts of the Old and New Testaments. The least grey of these northern
moralists was Bonvesin da la Riva (d. ?1315), a schoolteacher whose De
quinquaginta curialitatibus ad mensam (‘Concerning Fifty Courtesies at
Table’), despite its Latin title, furnishes copious and doubtless much-needed
vernacular advice. More importantly, Bonvesin’s substantial Libro delle tre
scritture (‘Book of the Three Scriptures’) catalogues Hell, Christ’s passion, and
the joys of Heaven in a Milanese dialect already beginning to show tentative
ambitions to refinement.

Whilst popular poetry (both humorous and didactic) was also to appear in
Tuscany, its later appearance meant that it was created in a more sophisticated
context, reacting to, as well as adopting, values and forms (e.g. the sonnet)
from the ‘high’ literature which was beginning to assert itself. Rustico di
Filippo (b. ?1235) is typical, in that his extant production of nearly sixty
sonnets divides almost exactly into two halves: one uninspiringly in the new
literary style and the other more enjoyably in a mordant, ‘street-wise’ popular
idiom. Cecco Angiolieri (?1260-1312) embraced a costermongerish delight in
ribald vituperation which belied his well-bred upbringing in Siena. Forese
Donati (d. 1296) would exploit this burlesque vein in his tenzone (poetic
exchange) possibly with Dante, whose replies were no less caustic.
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Tuscan didactic poetry also distanced itself from its more pedestrian forebears
elsewhere in the peninsula. Brunetto Latini (?1220-1294) composed his major
work, Li livres dou Trésor (mid 1260s), in French, claiming that the language
was ‘plus delitable e plus commune’ (pleasanter and more widely known). The
Trésor is part of a wider medieval phenomenon of encyclopaedic works, the
most famous being Vincent of Beauvais’s Speculum Maius, but it is the first
scientific text in any of the vernacular languages. Though Brunetto consciously
chose French as the vehicle for his most ambitious work, he nevertheless
produced in his Rettorica a vernacular translation and commentary for the first
seventeen chapters of Cicero’s De inventione, and also began to compose an
allegorical poem in Tuscan in rhyming heptasyllables, the Tesoretto, in which
the protagonist loses himself in a dark wood (Roncesvals of the Chanson de
Roland!), only to be conducted on an educational tour of Virtue and Knowl-
edge. The problem with the Tesoretto lies in the heptasyllables which impose a
breathless rhythm on a naturally august subject matter. The intention is serious,
but the effect is doggerel. The author himself was aware of the limitations of this
format, complaining that the dictates of rhyme ‘hide the precept and change the
meaning’ (Tesoretto 411ff.). When Dante came to the Commedia, though he
drew inspiration from the Tesoretto, he took good care to write his own poem
in more spacious hendecasyllables.

The allegorical-dramatic approach a la Roman de la rose,! clearly the result
of Brunetto’s long stay in France, is also much in evidence in anonymous
poems from the end of the Duecento. The Fiore is a remarkable paraphrase in
232 sonnets of the more ‘novellistic’ parts of the French poem, more Jean de
Meung than Guillaume de Lorris, enthusiastically concentrating on the erotic
or voyeuristic message. The lively but cynical tone is faithfully conveyed by
these lines from sonnet LX, advocating ‘firm’ action:

E quando tu ssarai co llei soletto,
Prendila tra lle braccia e fa ’l sicuro,
Mostrando allor se ttu sse’ forte e duro,
E ’mantenente le metti il gambetto.

(When you find yourself alone with her take her in your arms, confidently, showing
then how strong and hard you are, then shove the peg in.)

The Fiore has received a lot of attention because some have identified its
author as the young Dante (the name Durante crops up, but this may be just
another phallic pun). A further work based on the Roman de la rose is the
Detto d’amore (it too now attributed to Dante), a pedestrian paraphrase, but
notable for its transfer of attention from the Lover (male) to the Beloved
(female), a refocusing occasioned by new emphasis on the Lady in the Tuscan
love lyric.

! A long French poem by Guillaume de Lorris, c. 1230, completed by Jean de Meung c. 1275, in
which Eros stands as the desire for knowledge.
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Provencal influence

The development of an Italian literary tradition, whether in poetry or in prose,
would take place, as the more travelled Tuscans like Brunetto Latini sensed,
through the mediation of Provengal, French and Latin models. Provengal acted
as a catalyst to the development of the lyric, French offered models of prose
and of epic or allegorical verse, and Latin provided a constant challenge to
both the syntactic and the rhetorical ambitions of the language.

Provencal verse, with its technical sophistication, its lyrical approach to the
poetry of passions, and its conversion of chivalry from warfare to wooing, was
well known in Italy, particularly in the north where linguistic similarity meant
few problems of comprehension. Whilst Provencgal poets found work easily in
Italy (too easily, judging by Aimeric de Peguilhan’s complaint about unfair
competition in Li fol e.il put e.il filol, ‘Fools and sodomites’), their views on the
poetic backwardness of the Italians were implicitly harsh: Raimbautz de
Vaqueiras (fl. 1180-1207) wrote, in addition to a large number of poems in his
own language, two pieces making use of Italian dialect for comic effect. In the
Descort (Discord) he uses five languages (Provengal, Italian dialect, French,
Gascon and Galician) to symbolise the strife and confusion of love’s ferment.
Paradoxically, Raimbautz’s Italianising is far more refined and ‘Italian’ than
any native production of his time. In the Contrasto bilingue a suave Proven-
cal’s elegant courtship, complete with request for ‘merces’ (favour) meets with
indelicate refusal from a Genoese-speaking woman, who calls her wooer ‘sozo,
mozo, escalvao’ (filthy, stupid and cropped like a thief). The Contrasto
humorously exploits the dramatic and linguistic possibilities suggested by the
seduction dialogues in Andreas Capellanus’ Latin treatise De amore, where
lovers of different classes are pitted against one another.

The traffic between Provence and Italy was not one way: some Italians were
so enamoured of the expressive possibilities of Provengal that they composed
exclusively in it. The Bolognese Lambertino Buvalelli (d. r221) probably
learned to write in Provengal from reading anthologies of Occitanic (written in
langue d’oc) poetry circulating in northern Italy, rather than from direct
contact. But the next generation, which included Lanfranco Cigala from
Genoa (d. 1278) and Sordello da Goito (d. 1260), was sufficiently respected as
to compete on its own terms with Provencal poets. Sordello was famous in his
day for a lament on the death of Ser Blacatz, in which the cream of European
chivalry is invited to partake of the dead hero’s heart as a cure for cowardice:
‘Premiers manje del cor, per so que grans ops I’es, / ’emperaire de Roma ...’
(May the first to eat of the heart be the Emperor of Rome, whose need of it is
very great ... ). Our image of the poet is now coloured by Dante’s emotion-
charged portrayal in Purgatorio vi—vii, and Robert Browning’s philosophising
Sordello (1840).

Interesting as they are, these early importers and exporters were few and
lacked influence. For real change, there needed to be a context where imported
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values, conceits and techniques could be acclimatised in such a way as to
provoke not only imitation but also emulation.

The poets of Provence had flourished in a fragile environment of small
courts and an impecunious nobility. Feudal hierarchy and etiquette, which
governed the approach to patrons, became a metaphor in their verse for
amorous frustrations, for the search for recognition, and for a sense of
exclusion. The resultant poetry of fin’amors (true love as opposed to fol amors,
mere sensual instinct) is one where passion meets hindrance, longing meets
indifference, and feelings of inferiority are sublimated into conceptual sophisti-
cation (trobar clus) or verbal ostentation (trobar ric); it proved internationally
attractive because of its romantic courtly milieu and its artistic panache.

Sicilian school

Social organisation in most of Italy was different from that in Provence.
Whereas in parts of the north there were small courts (and Provengal models
were able to penetrate directly), in central Italy the political, cultural and
economic centres of gravity were the towns, already acquiring independence
and evolving post-feudal forms of government. The closest approximation to
Occitanic conditions existed in the south, where the Hohenstaufen Emperors
had inherited a state shaped by Norman occupation. The Emperor Frederick II,
who reigned from 1220 to 1250, epitomised this strange amalgam of northern
and southern European cultures: his father was German and his mother
Norman, but his interests were decidedly Mediterranean. His relations with
Arab and Greek subjects were often better than those with western counter-
parts. Frederick’s court, the Magna curia or Great Court, was filled with
officials and supplicants from all over Europe, and its taste in culture was
catholic. Though the court was in many ways more bureaucratic than
chivalrous, the lure of the love poetry of Provence was strong, but only as one
amongst many competing forms of expression. The narrow concentration on
love in the vernacular production of the Magna curia compared with its
Provencal source is explained by the fact that the Frederician court was also
hyperactive in Latin, and many of the themes (political invective, reference to
historical events) missing from the Sicilian poets can be found transposed into
this other language. Guido delle Colonne, for instance, an important lyric poet
in the volgare, produced an elegant and very influential translation into Latin,
not Sicilian, of the French poet Benoit de Ste Maure’s Roman de Troie
(Romance of Troy).

From reading the verse of the Magna curia, the impression one gets — an
impression reinforced by the high percentage of lawyers and imperial function-
aries to whom the surviving examples of Sicilian poetry can be ascribed - is of
a civil-service mentality with an educated élite indulging in an esoteric amateur
pastime, a nomenklatura concerned with mutual recognition amongst fellow
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hobbyists, rather than full-time troubadours playing to the public as in
Provence. One unwitting consequence of this private, non-professional context
was that the link between poetry and music (which still survives in the
terminology of forms, sonetto, canzone, ballata etc.) was undermined. Much
Provengal poetry was written down together with its musical notation, and the
Vidas (accompanying biographies) state whether the poets were gifted with a
good singing voice or instrumental technique. The poetry of the Magna curia
bears no melodic indications, and some of the phrasing, indeed, would be
unrewarding to set to music. Poetry amongst equal amateurs could now be
read, privately and silently, and not sung for patronage, and was therefore
freed from aedic disciplines. The poet’s task would now be deemed to be
dittare (to set in writing) not cantare (to sing).

The golden age of the Frederician court was shortlived, and the collapse of
the Swabian house in the years after Frederick’s death in 1250 meant that the
structures which had permitted a compact and intercommunicative ‘school’ of
poets to thrive were quickly dismembered. Effectively the first generation of
Sicilian poets started writing around 1230, and the second generation were
contemporaries with the more vigorous poets of Tuscany. Indeed, nearly all
the evidence we now possess of the Sicilians comes from anthologies and
imitations made in Tuscany, whose political and economic ascent paralleled
the decline in Swabian fortunes.

This foreclosed timespan means that, except for accidental survivals such as
Stefano Protonotaro’s Pir meu cori alligrari (‘To liven my heart’, late Freder-
ician period), we are unable to read the works of the Sicilians in their original
linguistic garb. Medieval copyists saw it as their job not to transmit a text
passively, orthographic difficulties and linguistic incomprehensions included,
but rather to interpret it, so as actively to facilitate its transmission. The
anthologies of Sicilian poetry transmitted by Tuscan copyists are heavily
Tuscanised: in particular, the differences in the vowel systems of the two
languages were marked, and produced unintended changes in rhyme in the
Tuscanised versions. Sicilian has five tonic vowels, whereas Tuscan has seven,
plus two diphthongs. Sicilian rhyme was perfect, that is to say there was a
complete correspondence between the vowels of both the penultimate and the
final syllables of lines. In ‘translating’ Sicilian into Tuscan, the copyists found
that originally perfect rhymes could not be respected. Key words such as
placiri (pleasure) and sospiri (sighs), for instance, which rhyme in Sicilian,
would give piacere and sospiri in Tuscan. Likewise, the distinction between
‘open’ and ‘closed’ e and o (separate phonemes in Tuscan) ran counter to the
single forms in Sicilian. The tonic diphthongs, too, a marked feature of Tuscan,
do not occur in Sicilian. The cultural impact of the poetry of the Magna curia
meant that these unavoidable compromises of transmission became natura-
lised, even sought after, in straight Tuscan writers: ‘open’ and ‘closed’ vowels
could be allowed to rhyme; non-diphthongised Sicilian variants (such as core
for cuore) would be considered more ‘poetic’ than the common Tuscan forms
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(Dante would consistently use core in the verse sections of VN and Convivio,
and cuore for the prose). In certain instances, the glaring conflicts of rhyme
(and their solutions) acquired legitimacy: sospiri and dire could pass muster,
and voi could be Sicilianised to vui to avoid awkward problems of rhyme with
altrui (the ‘other person’, a key word in love lyric). In addition, some
grammatical forms (the future in -aggio, the conditional in -ia, aggio/ave ftor
ho/ba and saccio/saccente instead of so/sapiente) provided convenient
‘doubles’ to Tuscan forms. Opportunistic as they were, the Tuscan poets do
not seem to have exploited these possibilities to the hilt, and only adopted
authentic Sicilianisms, never making up new ones by analogy.

The difference between the actual language of the poets of the Magna curia
and the Tuscanised versions of the copyists can still be seen in the canzone S’eo
trovasse pietanza (‘If 1 could find pity’) by ‘Re Enzo’ (1224-72) — Henry of
Sardinia, the illegitimate son of Frederick II, who languished for most of his
adult life in a Bolognese prison. By an accident of transmission, parts of the
poem have come down to us in two different versions: one is still in its original
Sicilian form, the other has been Tuscanised.

Such was the early diffusion of the Tuscanised copies of Sicilian poetry that
Dante was firmly convinced that they were the ‘real thing’ and that verse which
remained genuinely Sicilian was mere barbarism: in the DVE (1, 12) he quotes
disapprovingly a line from Cielo d’Alcamo’s delightfully humorous Rosa
fresca aulentissima (‘Fresh, fragrant rose’) as an example of what issues from
‘mediocre natives’, not realising that Cielo was indulging in an elaborate joke
almost on a par with Raimbautz de Vaqueiras’s Contrasto. But Dante’s error
was commonly held, and moreover productive: it was to be the modified
Sicilian material rather than the original which was to serve as the model for
subsequent poetry in Italy.

The importance of the Sicilian school resides in its role as a filter. There is
little direct quotation of individual Provengal poets, as there was to be in
Tuscany later. Whereas elsewhere Occitan poetry had been directly read or
imitated in its own language, at the Magna curia the material was transposed
into local speech, only the technical terms showing the debt to Provencal:
gioia, amanza, fin’amore, caunoscenza, tristanza. This vocabulary would be
transmitted to the standard language in due course, with borrowings such as
‘speranza’ all but replacing the former ‘speme’. In addition to the technical
terms for rendering fin’amors, the Sicilians also took over many of the verse
forms, the Provengal cobla (stanza) becoming the cobbola, the canso becoming
the canzone, the tenso or poetic exchange becoming the tenzone. The trouba-
dours of Provence had conducted such exchanges by means of single stanzas
(coblas esparsas) of the canso form, which normally required multiple stanzas.
It is probably from the high-art cobla esparsa, rather than from the popular
Sicilian strambotto (eight-line stanza of alternate rhyme), that the sonnet was
to develop.

The invention of the sonnet is generally attributed to Giacomo (or Iacopo)
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da Lentini, an imperial notary (fl. 1233—c. 1245), of whom we possess about
forty poems, more than of any other poet of the Magna curia. Giacomo’s
poetry is characterised by a constant questioning about the nature of Love,
rather than a concern for the erotic vicissitudes of the poet or his beloved, who
often seem mere pretexts for philosophical soul-searching. His rationalising,
almost syllogistic approach demanded a formal structure which contained
within one stanzaic unit both the premiss and the conclusion. The sonnet, with
its two quatrains sufficiently capacious to accept the development of an
exposition, whilst the closely enchained tercets rammed home a tightly argued
conclusion, was just the vehicle for the Notary’s almost forensic inspiration.

Though Giacomo still maintains some of the feudal metaphorics of the
troubadours (one of his most famous poems, Madonna dir vi voglio — ‘My
lady, I wish to tell you’ — is a loose re-working of a poem by Folquet de
Marselha), these are often only opening gambits, and the discussion of Love
proceeds rather by a series of daring analogies or comparisons: the failure of
paintings, like poems, to do justice to their subject, the value versus the virtue
of magic stones, etc. One of the most interesting compositions is a canzone,
Amor non vole ch’io clami (‘Love does not wish me to declaim’), in which
Giacomo claims that his protestations of love are something new — not the
tired old verbal formulae of fin’amors. Here is the second stanza in which he
ridicules the by-now ritual request for the Lady’s mercede (favour):

Per zo ’amore mi ’nsigna

ch’io non guardi a I’autra gente:
non vuole ch’io resembri a signa,
c’ogni viso tene mente.

E per zo, madonna mia,

a voi non dimanderia

merzede, né pietanza,

ché tanti son li amatori,

ch’este scinta di savori

merzede per troppa usanza.

(Thus Love teaches me not to imitate others: it does not want me to resemble the
monkey who imitates everything it sees. And for that reason, my lady, I would not
crave your favour, nor your pity, because lovers are so plentiful that favour, overused,
has lost all its savour.)

Though Giacomo is remembered chiefly as an innovator, both in content
and form (apart from inventing the sonnet, he was instrumental in stabilising
the metrical characteristics of the canzone),” his ability to reproduce the
highest levels of Provengal-style trobar ric can be seen in the sonnet Eo viso — e
son diviso — da lo viso (‘I see and yet am separated from what I see’), where

2 A pluristanzaic composition using symmetrical verses, much favoured for its capacity to convey
developed argument.
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convoluted semantic games with etymologically related words (replicatio and
rima equivoca) rival the pyrotechnics of the great troubadour Arnaut Daniel.

By the standards of Giacomo da Lentini, the other poets of the Magna curia
are lesser figures. Guido delle Colonne (b. ?1210), the translator of the Roman
de Troie, who was active in the same years as Giacomo, came from Messina, a
key city in an empire which straddled both Sicily and the ‘continente’. The five
poems extant show him to have been particularly successful in marrying lyrical
thematics with a rigorous rhetorical framework. Dante was so impressed that
he repeatedly quotes Guido’s Ancor che laigua per lo foco lassi (“Though
water loses its coolness through fire’) and Amor che lungiamente m’hai menato
(‘Love, you who have long led me’) as examples of prestigious verse. The first
of these, with its use of natural similes — fire, water, ice, magnets and iron -
was later to act as a model for Guinizzelli’s famous programme canzone Al cor
gentil rempaira sempre amore (see below p. 20).

Rinaldo d’Aquino (fl. 1240s), traditionally if insecurely identified as the
brother of Thomas Aquinas, was less original than either Giacomo or Guido.
His Per fin’amore vao st allegramente (‘True love makes me go lightly’),
quoted approvingly by Dante as one of the cantiones illustres, 1s an elegant
sampler of much of the Provencal repertoire of motifs — worth, joy, vassal
service and courtesy. His best-known poem, Gid mai non mi conforto (‘Never
am I cheered’), a lady’s lament for the departure of her lover to the crusades, is
written in a much more accessible, popular style, even to the point of seeming
ingenuous. Its notoriety derives principally from the romantic circumstances of
the heroine’s abandonment (reminiscent of Ovid’s Heroides), rather than from
any literary merit: as a crusading song it is unique in the volgare. Giacomino
Pugliese, about whom almost nothing is known, wrote, like Rinaldo, in both a
high and a popular style. The serious poetry is mostly sterile rhetorical posing,
as in the bombastic Morte, perché m’hai fatta si’ gran guerra (‘Death, why have
you warred against me so’). His most famous composition in the popular
idiom, Donna, di voi mi lamento (‘Lady, it is of you I complain’), is a contrasto
between a man who jealously accuses his lover of inconstancy, and his lady
who replies protesting her innocence and complaining of the suffering he
causes her.

Pier della Vigna (?1180~1249), now remembered chiefly as a magniloquent
suicide in Inferno x1i1, was a judge, and later ‘logotheta’ (imperial secretary) to
Frederick II. His principal output, as was to be expected of one of his
profession, consisted of Latin letters employing all the artifices of dictamen, or
ornamented prose. His vernacular poetic production is exiguous, amounting to
two, possibly three canzoni. Even the opening lines of the two canzoni securely
attributed to him resemble each other: Amore, in cui disio ed ho speranza and
Amando con fin core e con speranza (‘Love, in whom I desire and hope’;
‘Loving with true heart and hope’). Piero’s language is replete with Latinisms
and Provengalisms, and he is not averse to classical allusions (e.g. Pyramus and
Thisbe). The word-play which is so conspicuous in Dante’s treatment of him in
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the Inferno is hardly a parody: Amando con fin core is held together not so
much by a lyric impulse as by a crossword-puzzler’s delight in verbal
ingenuity.

Though few in number, and shortlived in timespan, the Sicilians were
important for two main reasons. Firstly, they acted as a vector for a
sophisticated, imported art-poetry, whilst incidentally filtering out those
elements of Provengal thematics and language which were unassimilable in
Italy. As a result, the concepts, metrical forms and verbal conceits of nearly all
subsequent Italian poetry are already established in the lyric output of the
Magna curia. And secondly, they served as an inspirational example, dignified
by imperial prestige, of a clear self-referential group, the first compact ‘school’
of poets in an Italian vernacular able to promote a consciously artistic
expression. Dante was clearly aware of the psychological impact of such
group-consciousness, which he acknowledged with a mixture of Ghibelline’
pride and genuine literary recognition in the DVE (1, 122, 2ff.).

Tuscan imitators

The decline in Swabian fortunes coincided with an upturn in the economic,
political and cultural position of central Italy. Riding on a remarkable upsurge
in trade, particularly in textiles, the central Italian communes began to assert
themselves politically, a role made sensitive by their location on the fault-line
between Guelf and Ghibelline zones of influence. Confident, perhaps even
brash, the cities began to have cultural ambitions, expressed in architecture
and the visual arts, but also in less material forms of expression. The
concentration of literate, lay intelligentsia which had facilitated the develop-
ment of a school of poetry in Frederick’s Magna curia now began to be
reproduced, albeit in a more fragmented and localised way, in Tuscany and the
Romagna. As in Sicily, it was the professional class, the lawyers, notaries and
secretaries, who were in the forefront of both the political and the cultural
developments. Many of them had spent time at Bologna university, a cultural
melting-pot which attracted students from the south as well as from north-
central Italy.

Traditionally, an effort has been made to distinguish between a first group
of imitators, the so-called Siculo-Tuscans, and a second group of more self-
confident, autonomous poets, the fully fledged Tuscans. Whilst there is indeed
evidence to show that some, particularly of the later poets, were more adept at
finding their own idiom while others were cruder borrowers, the chronology of
this period in the development of the Italian lyric is so restricted, and the
character and inspiration of the individual poets so markedly varied, that the

3 Ghibellines were supporters of imperial rule in Italy, as opposed to Guelfs who favoured papal
claims.
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distinctions have to be treated warily. To all intents and purposes they were
contemporaries, frequently joined by correspondence through letters and
verse, and separated only by talent, taste and reciprocal vituperation.

Guittone d’Arezzo

Amongst the earlier poets, Guittone d’Arezzo (?1230-94) and Bonagiunta da
Lucca (?1220-1296) represent very different reactions to the challenge of
imported models. Guittone’s father had been chamberlain to the commune of
Arezzo, and the early life of the poet followed this Guelf political tradition,
despite the momentary decline of the papal party. Voluntarily exiled towards
1260 (for reasons expounded in the canzone Gente noiosa e villana, ‘Persons
unpleasant and boorish’), Guittone underwent a religious conversion, and in
about 1265 abandoned a wife and three children to enter the lay Franciscan
order of the Milites Beatae Virginis Mariae (Knights of the Blessed Virgin
Mary), popularly nicknamed the ‘Frati gaudenti’ (Jovial Friars). The order’s
religious calling was overlaid with a political programme of arbitration
between warring civic factions, and much of Guittone’s spiritual exhortation
can be read as conservative reaction to changes in the ruling coalitions within
the communes. Guittone’s literary output (some three hundred poems and an
important epistolary) tends to be classified according to this watershed in his
life, with one half conventionally lyrical (Guittone), and the other moralistic
and spiritual (Fra Guittone). He would himself allude to this abrupt change in
the direction of his poetry in the palinodic canzone Ora parra s’eo savero
cantare (‘Now you’ll see if I can sing’). Despite the changes in inspiration and
subject-matter, there is substantial literary continuity: his serious poems are as
full of Sicilianisms and Provengal keywords as his earlier love poetry.
Guittone’s love poetry is a meeting place for competing influences, a
diversity whose persistence was no doubt encouraged by the poet’s autodidac-
ticism. The recent lesson of the Sicilians (and of Giacomo da Lentini in
particular) in assimilating Provengal forms and thematics prompted a new
look at the Provencal repertoire itself. Guittone shows signs of a direct
knowledge of some thirty Provengal poets, as well as of the Italians writing in
Provengal such as Lanfranco and Sordello. There is in Guittone a fascinating
rivalry between direct and indirect troubadour influence, which shows in his
oscillation between already digested motifs and crude borrowings, such as
ctauzire for ‘to choose’. Some clauses even contain juxtaposed Provengal and
Sicilian lexis — enante creo (I would rather [Prov.] believe [Sicil.]). His re-
reading of the troubadours also led him to reintroduce some of the metrical
and formal devices of Provence which the Sicilians had largely dispensed with,
such as the commiato or leave-taking signature (Provengal tornada) at the end
of the poem. Guittone’s favourite metrical form, however, was of Sicilian
origin, the sonnet. Even here, however, he was not content to remain within
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the parameters of the primitive sonnet form, and experimented with aug-
mented sonnets, intercalating various extra seven-syllable lines between the
hendecasyllables (sonetto doppio and rinterzato), or adding lines to the two
quatrains to make a sixteen-line poem (sonetto con fronte di dieci versi).

Guittone’s penchant for ambitious intellectualising led him to an enthusiastic
use of trobar ric (see Tuttor, s’eo veglio o dormo and Tuttor ch’eo diro ‘gioi’,
gioiva cosa, ‘Always whether awake or asleep’ and ‘Always if I say “joy”,
there was real enjoyment’), or judged less generously, to tormented contor-
tions, an involuntary trobar clus: indeed he himself admitted that his verse was
‘hard and harsh to taste’ and that he ‘squashed words in’ (an admission of
obscurity can be found in lines 15970 of Altra fiata aggio gia, donne, parlato,
‘Ladies, I spoke another time’). Studies of Guittone point out that rhetorical
organisation has a primary role in the genesis of his poetry, whilst the sonnet
or canzomne structures struggle to accommodate the dynamics of discourse.
Whatever the artistic merits of his poetry (and critics are much divided),
Guittone’s ambitions for the medium were crucial in raising the intellectual
status and territory of vernacular verse. One device which was to be taken up
by others, including Petrarch, was the idea of programmed sequences of
poems, linked by thematic and prosodic continuity. Five cycles, or corone, of
sonnets can be discerned, three of them conventional narratives of enamour-
ment, one of them a tenzone with a ‘villana donna’ and one an exposition of
love doctrine or ars amandi; in addition he composed a short cycle glossing a
love-emblem which has not survived, sometimes referred to as the Trattato
d’amore. Though in many respects rebarbative, the corone show a dazzling
ingenuity of formal variation and reprise, an intellectual if not an inspirational
stamina of the first order.

The political and moral poetry Guittone wrote could find no models
amongst the Sicilians with their rarefied concentration on love phenomen-
ology, and instead it took up the other traditions of the troubadours: the planb
(complaint), the plazer (enumeration of satisfactions), the sirventes (politico-
moral diatribe), and the poetry of separation (used to great if novel effect in
Gente noiosa ...). The two most famous political canzoni are Abi lasso, or é
stagion de doler tanto (‘Now is the time for grief’) and O dolce terra aretina
(‘O sweet land of Arezzo’). The first is a stunning indictment of the Florentine
Guelfs for their pusillanimity at the battle of Montaperti (1260). Playing with
toponymic etymologies, he calls Florence a ‘deflowered flower’. The second is
an impassioned complaint, probably written shortly before the battle of
Campaldino (1289), for the degeneracy of his home town, moving adroitly
from a plazer detailing past (Guelf) amenity to an enueg (a poetic catalogue of
dissatisfactions) criticising present (Ghibelline) vice. Both poems prefigure
Dante’s violent denunciations of Florence in the Commedia.

But Guittone’s best verse is that dealing with religious themes, perhaps
because his inspiration was more direct and less dependent on concepts
lyrically formulated by others. Though some of the religious canzoni are
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outpourings of spiritual fervour similar to Iacopone da Todi’s laude, others are
best understood in a tight dialectic with his previous love poetry. Guittone’s
favourite figure was antithesis, and his religious work can be seen to simulta-
neously condemn secular love and exalt its divine counterpart. The canzone O
tu, de nome Amor, guerra de fatto (‘You, by name Love, but in fact war’),
attacks profane passion, whilst its companion piece, O vera vertu, vero amore
(‘O true virtue, true love’), outlines true spiritual devotion. Guittone’s Christian
zeal occasionally transcends sententiousness to reach a genuine élan, as in the
delightful ballata Vegna, vegna chi vole giocundare (‘Come, come if you wish
to be merry’), where the rhythms and sentiment of a popular Provencal dance-
song are infused with a joyous and unaffected piety and driven by a catchy
chorus which prefigures Lorenzo de’ Medici’s secular Canzona di Bacco (‘Song
of Bacchus’) two centuries later.

Guittone’s letters, written in the vernacular, are likewise closely linked with
his verse output: not only are a number of them metrical (some in sonnet
form), but they often deal with themes, and use language, similar to specific
poems. Thus, for instance, the letter Infatuati, miseri fiorentini (“Wretched
Florentines’) takes up the same material as the canzone Abi lasso, or é stagion
de doler tanto. If Giacomo da Lentini had been important for importing
rhetoric into the lyric, and Pier della Vigna had brought dictamen in his
baggage, Guittone is a key figure for introducing into prose the new inflections
and mannerisms of vernacular poetry.

Guittone’s place in the history of Italian verse is an important one, if only
because his attempts to force the language and imagery of conventional poetry
into conveying serious or difficult messages were only partially successful, and
prompted both criticism and changes of direction in the next generation of
poets. Dante in particular was to be uncharitable, but the very space (DVE 1,
xiii, 1 and 11, vi, 8; Purg. xx1v, 56 and xxvi, 124-6) devoted to undermining
him shows how large the Guittonian lesson loomed.

Bonagiunta da Lucca

The other major figure of this transitional period was Bonagiunta Orbicciani
of Lucca. From his title of ‘ser’ we can deduce that he was a notary. His
output, not quite thirty compositions, is less than a tenth of Guittone’s.
Bonagiunta was primarily interested in sound and form: in content he tamely
followed the thematics of fin’amors already established by the Sicilians. One of
Guittone’s followers, possibly Chiaro Davanzati (b. 2123 ), even accused him
in a vituperative sonnet (Di penne di paone, ‘Peacock’s feathers’) of shame-
lessly plagiarising Giacomo da Lentini. Like Guittone, however, Bonagiunta
was fascinated by the troubadours of Provence, especially Peire Vidal and
Folquet de Marselha, and his work contains much more direct quotation from
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these poets than do the poems of the Magna curia, which followed a more
generic style of emulation.

Bonagiunta’s life was long enough to encompass the extraordinarily swift
metamorphosis of vernacular poetry from the Sicilians to the dolce stil novo.
Though he corresponded with Guinizzelli (see his sonnet Voi ch’avete mutata la
mainera ‘You who have changed the manner’, objecting to Guinizzelli’s
philosophical terminology) and Cavalcanti (Con sicurta diro, po’ ch’i’ son
vosso (‘1 shall say confidently, now I am with you’), a sonnet objecting to
Cavalcanti’s malvagi spiriti, is ascribed to Bonagiunta), he stayed aloof from
the intellectual changes these writers were promoting, concerned as he was
merely to naturalise the poetic idiom of the Frederician court in western
Tuscany. Guittone had looked to Sicily and Provence as competing suppliers of
raw material for his restless self-questioning. Bonagiunta saw no conflict
between the Sicilian and Provengal models. Taking poets of the Magna curia,
especially Giacomo da Lentini, Guido delle Colonne and Mazzeo di Ricco, he
re-injected the accessible accent of melody which he sensed in the troubadours,
and which the Sicilians, wrapped up in their hieratic exclusiveness, had
neglected. Bonagiunta may not say very much that is new (indeed he purveys
the poetic equivalent of reproduction antiques: Quando appar Iaulente fiore
(‘When the fragrant flower appears’) seems a pastiche of Provengal springtime
motifs, including birds twittering in ‘Latin’), but his verse reads easily aloud,
presenting a standard of euphony that Guittone’s tortured language could not
provide. Our appreciation of him is now coloured by Dante’s choice of
Bonagiunta as a spokesman for the old-fashioned kind of verse which had been
rendered obsolete by the poets of Dante’s generation. In the Divine Comedy
Dante had fictionally introduced himself to Bonagiunta saying that he was one
of the new poets who transcribed love directly. Bonagiunta in his reply
recognises that he and his fellow poets had been unable to make that leap:

‘O frate, issa vegg’io,” diss’elli, ‘il nodo
che ’l Notaro e Guittone e me ritenne
di qua dal dolce stil novo ch’t’ odo!’

(‘Oh brother, now I see,” he said, ‘the knot which held back the Notary, Guittone and
me from reaching the sweet new style which I hear!’)

(Purg. XX1v, 55-7)

The remaining figures of the transitional period are minor, and mostly
swayed by the example of Guittone: it is only worth mentioning a few, on a
geographical basis, to emphasise the localised nature of the phenomenon.
Apart from Arezzo and Lucca, the centres where Sicilian poetry took root
include Pisa (Panuccio dal Bagno), Pistoia (Meo Abbracciavacca) Siena
(Bartolomeo Mocati and Mico da Siena), Bologna (despite overt Guittonian
tendencies, Onesto da Bologna is treated kindly by Dante, DVE 1, xv, 6) and
Florence (Monte Andrea enthusiastically takes up Guittone’s challenge of
trobar clus and verbal invention; Chiaro Davanzati, whose production of
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poems was second only to Guittone’s, has sunk into deserved oblivion; the so-
called ‘Compiuta Donzella’ has intrigued more for her gender than her
exiguous poetic output, and even her gender is now questioned).

Guido Guinizzelli

The first poet to write in the ‘modern usage’ was Guido Guinizzelli (?1230—
76), whom Dante calls ‘maximus Guido’ (DVE 1, xv, 6) and, echoing
Bonagiunta’s own praise of Guittone (see below): ‘il padre / mio e de li altri
miei miglior che mai / rime d’amor usar dolci e leggiadre’ (father to me and to
my betters who ever composed sweet, graceful rhymes of love), (Purg. xxvi,
97—9). A judge in Bologna, he was exiled in 1274 along with the Ghibelline
faction of the Lambertazzi, a misfortune which may have hastened his early
death. The importance of his poetic output is out of all proportion to its size
(twenty-two poems of reliable attribution). To begin with, Guido was under
the spell of Guittone, as can be seen in Lo fin pregi’ avanzato (‘The complete
worth’). Indeed, in a sonnet (probably ‘humbly’ presenting this poem for
correction) he addressed Guittone as ‘my dear father’, an affection returned by
the Aretine, who, quoting Matthew 3:17, called him ‘my beloved son’. The
subsequent cooling of relations can be seen in Guittone’s sonnet S’eo tale fosse
ch’io potesse stare (‘If only I could be such as to stay’), where umbrage is taken
at Guinizzelli’s two sonnets Io voglio del ver la mia donna laudare (‘1 wish
truly to praise my lady’) and Vedut’ho la lucente stella diana (‘1 have seen the
shining morning star’). In these exquisite sonnets, Guinizzelli had daringly
reversed the trite comparisons of previous poets, and compared natural
marvels to his lady instead of the other way round. Guittone sourly saw this as
lése-majeste against nature and the Creator.

Guinizzelli’s poetry makes abundant use of visual images: flowers, precious
stones and metals, sunshine, clear air and stars. The concept of luminosity is
central, for the emanation, reflection and perception of light are metaphors for
the psychological effect of the lady on her lover. Though luce and splendore
were already motifs in Giacomo da Lentini, here they acquire an epiphanic
quality, and the tremulous amazement of the poet seems unfeigned. Guido
Cavalcanti would subsequently take this poetry of reverberation even further.
Here is a stanza from Tegno de folle ‘mpres’, a lo ver dire (‘1 regard it as
foolhardy, to tell the truth’) which is characteristic of Guinizzelli’s shimmering
optics:

Ben é eletta gioia da vedere
quand’apare ’nfra Paltre piti adorna,
ché tutta la rivera fa lucere

e cio che I’¢ d’incerchio allegro torna;
la notte, s’aparisce,

come lo sol di giorno da splendore,
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cosi I’aere sclarisce:

onde ’l giorno ne porta grande 'nveggia,
ch’ei solo avea clarore,

ora la notte igualmente ’l pareggia.

(A singular joy she is to behold, when she appears, amidst others, more comely she
makes the surroundings gleam and what is around her becomes happier once more; at
night if she appears she gives forth light like the daytime sun the air itself does
brighten so: hence the day feels great envy, since it alone once dispensed brightness,
and now the night is its equal.)

The most complete manifesto of Guinizzelli’s concept of love is to be found
in Al cor gentil rempaira sempre amore (‘Love always repairs to the noble
heart’), a canzone whose impact was to echo through the vernacular lyric for
generations. Dante’s homage to this poem was explicit: in Amor e ’l cor gentil
sono una cosa (‘Love and the noble heart are but one’) in VN xx, he is referring
to Guinizzelli per antonomasia: ‘Love and the noble heart are but one, / as the
wise poet says in his verse’. Likewise, in the DVE (1, ix, 3) the vernacular poem
used to illustrate the relatedness of French, Provencgal and ‘Italian’ by means of
the key word amor is none other than Al cor gentil rempaira sempre amore.

Developing the naturalistic analogies used by Guido delle Colonne in Ancor
che laigua per lo foco lassi (‘Though water loses its coldness through fire’),
Guinizzelli sets out a programme of maxims, each developing out of the one
before, and linked by sophisticated verbal and metrical reprises. If Guittone
worked by antithesis, Guinizzelli works by analogy, in the manner of Giacomo
da Lentini. As a result, the suggestions are strong, but the precise logical
progressions are tenuous. Guinizzelli’s is the elegant poetry of suggestive
parallels rather than the dour distinguos of Guittone.

In its six stanzas Al cor gentil first defines love and the noble heart as
concomitant co-creations, with the noble heart as natural abode for love. The
heart’s potential for loving is like a precious stone, whose ability to attract
magic power from the stars is dependent on the stone’s prior purification by
the sun. Noble heart and love go together like torch and flame, but base
natures and love react violently like fire and water: love and the noble heart
interact like magnets and iron. The sun can beat down on mud all day, but the
sun will remain sun, and mud mud. In the same way, the heart can receive love
from the lady only if it has been made noble by nature: mere lineage is like
water, through which light-rays pass leaving nothing behind. True nobility is
not through lineage, but through an inclination to virtue. The reflection of God
in the eyes of the angels is brighter than the reflection of the sun in Man’s eyes.
Angels in comprehending their Maker cause the cosmos to rotate in obedience
to Him, and receive immediate fulfilment: the lady should offer similar
blessedness, since her lover’s eyes are filled with a desire which never departs
from obeying her. God will object to the bold comparison of the lady with
Himself and the Virgin, but the poet will counter that the lady possessed the
likeness of an angel, so it was no sin to love her.
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The analogies (fire, precious stones and stellar magic, magnets and iron, sun,
mud and water, water and fire) can all be found individually in previous poets.
Indeed, Giacomo da Lentini uses nearly all of them in separate sonnets. What
is special about Al cor gentil is the way in which it acts as a kind of ‘catalogue
raisonné’ collecting together all these motifs, and employing them in a
consistent programime.

The discussion on true nobility is not new either: in the late twelfth century
Andreas Capellanus, in his De amore 1, 10, 12, had insisted that ‘morum
probitas’ (virtuous character) was the ‘only way to make a man blessed with
nobility’. The motif had surfaced in Sicily (even in Frederick II himself, in his
sonnet Misura, providenzia e meritanza, ‘Balance, foresight and merit’), and
had reappeared in Guittone’s Comune perta fa comun dolore (‘Common loss
makes common grief’): ‘Non ver lignaggio fa sangue, ma core’ (The heart, not
breeding, makes for true nobility). Guinizzelli’s definition of nobility is not that
of static virtue but rather a precondition for further elevation, a potential for
promotion.

Similarly, the comparison of the lady to an angel can be traced back through
Guittone’s letters (Soprapiacente donna, ‘Most pleasing lady’) and his poetry
(Gentile ed amorosa criatura, but see also Altra fiata aggio gia, donne, parlato
‘Another time, ladies, I spoke’). It can also be found in Giacomo da Lentini’s
Angelica figura e comprobata (‘Angelic igure demonstrably’) and Mazzeo di
Ricco’s Lo gran valore e lo presio amoroso (‘Great worth and loving esteem’),
just two of a number of Sicilian poems to use the topos. But, here again,
Guinizzelli’s ‘angelic appearance’ is no tired reprise, but a conscious reference,
through a chain of analogies, to the lady’s intercessionary status.

What makes Guinizzelli’s poem important is the immediate juxtaposition of
these key motifs in an ideologically connected sequence. From having been, in
earlier poets, separate opportunistic images, the heart’s nobility and the lady’s
angelic nature have come to be implicit stages in a traffic of spiritual ascension.
A receptive soul, through the intermediary influence of a lady, might aspire to
higher levels of contemplation. The process is implicit only, for Guinizzelli’s
rather evasive last stanza does not go all the way, and refrains from following
the logic of the situation, a logic which could have led him to posit the lady as
a means for indirectly contemplating divine beauty itself. Dante was to be far
bolder in Donne ch’avete intelletto d’amore (‘Ladies who know by insight
what love is’) (the canzone immediately preceding Amor e il cor gentil in VN),
where lady and angel are fused, and he would later take up Guinizzelli’s
implicit challenge of divine contemplation when he made Beatrice his inter-
cessor and guide in the Comedy.

Dante called Guinizzelli his father, but pointedly did not place him amongst
the poets who had achieved the ‘sweet new style’ so envied by Bonagiunta.
Indeed, in the Commedia he has Oderisi da Gubbio predict that Guido
Cavalcanti will eclipse the other Guido (Guinizzelli) (Purg. X1, 97—-8). Guinizzel-
Ii’s importance lies in his distillation of Sicilian and Provencal motifs and
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images into a concentrated sampler, clearly labelled as love doctrine. The issues
are profoundly serious, but there is no hint of questioning or debate in
Guinizzelli as there was in Guittone, and the psychology of passion remains at
a superficial level. It is almost as if Guinizzelli had accidentally discovered
something of shattering potential, but not found a way of exploiting it. The real
stilnovisti can be distinguished from Guinizzelli by their willingness to accept
the philosophical and intellectual consequences of the metaphors and analogies
they inherit.

Guido Cavalcanti

The most significant poet of the new grouping was Guido Cavalcanti (?1259-
1300). A Guelf, born into ‘one of the most powerful families, in retainers,
riches and property, in Florence’ (according to the chronicler Giovanni
Villani), he led an eventful life. Banished in childhood with his family after the
Ghibelline victory of Montaperti (1260), he returned after the battle of
Benevento (1266). Married off, as a gesture of political reconciliation, to the
daughter of the Ghibelline leader Farinata degli Uberti, he joined the Cerchi in
factional fighting against the Donati.* He was nearly assassinated by Corso
Donati during a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela (Guido’s revenge attack
in Florence with a flechette also failed), and was among the ringleaders exiled
in June 1300 by the Florentine government whilst Dante was one of the Priors
(see below p. 46), after street-fighting occasioned by the assassination of the
imprisoned Cerchi by means of a poisoned black pudding. By late August
Guido was dead, possibly from malaria contracted during his exile in the
swampy Tuscan Maremma.

Despite this eventful life, Cavalcanti found time to become a prolific poet
(fifty-two compositions survive), and also to engage in serious philosophical
speculation. He is the first poet, apart perhaps from St Francis, whose
personality attracted intense interest and comment from fellow citizens and
near contemporaries. Dino Compagni, who knew him, called him ‘courteous
and brave, but haughty, a loner and absorbed in study’. Villani praised his
intellect, but thought his character ‘touchy and irascible’. Many of the verbal
portraits we have of him have been influenced by Dante’s indirect treatment of
him in Inferno X, where there is a strong suggestion that he was tainted with
Averroism, or potentially atheistic Aristotelianism, though the primary targets
in the burning tomb of the Epicureans are Guido’s father and his father-in-law
Farinata. Boccaccio, following Dante, embroidered a wry anecdote about how
Cavalcanti’s philosophical bent intrigued and mystified fellow Florentines
(Decameron 1v, 9).

* After the decline of the Ghibellines following the battle of Benevento, the Guelfs split into two
factions, the Whites (led by the Cerchi) and the Blacks (led by the Donati), which inherited the
old imperial-papal rivalry of the Ghibellines and Guelfs.
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In keeping with Italian precedent, Cavalcanti’s verse is almost exclusively
about love, but the way he perceives and describes it is far from the mechanical
torments and predictable joys of previous poets. Five general topics animate
groups of poems, though it would be wrong to assume too deliberate a pattern.
They are: a traditional Sicilian/Guinizzellian discussion of love; an examination
of ‘sbigottimento’ (stupefaction caused by contemplation of the beloved); self-
commiseration or choral anguish; analysis of the mental processes involved in
the imagining of the beloved; introspection and grief.

The sight of his lady can render Cavalcanti dumbstruck: the ‘sbigottimento’
is at once both terrifying and miraculous, and can lead the poet to admit his
own inability to describe her effects. In Chi e questa che ven (“Who is she who
comes’), a sonnet partly derived from the Song of Songs, all who come into
contact with his lady and her shimmering grace are rendered speechless and
reduced to sighs. Occasionally Cavalcanti can come out with wonderfully
carefree ballads like the almost Bonagiuntian Fresca rosa novella (‘Fresh new
rose’), or guiltless sexual celebrations in the French tradition like In un
boschetto trova’ pasturella (‘In a glade I found a shepherdess’). More typically
his poems dramatise anguish, with the poet’s passions the subject of interven-
tions from various personified emotions: in S’io prego questa donna (‘If 1 ask
this lady’), the poet embarrassedly asks his lady for pity which is refused,
whereupon pity itself comes to witness his ensuing death. In Io temo che la mia
disaventura (‘1 fear my misfortune’) the poet is visited by fear, who warns him
he would mismanage an appeal to his lady for mercede; so, sensing his spirits
fleeing him, he seeks consolation elsewhere. Cavalcanti’s desire to dramatise
inner processes leads him to elevate the term spirit, scholastic terminology for
nerve-impulses, into a veritable dramatis persona of bypostases, or materialised
formulations of abstract concepts. The Cavalcantian lover is possessed by
unruly spiritelli (Cavalcanti loved diminutives) coming and going, com-
manding and conflicting. A fine self-parody can be seen in Pegli occhi fere un
spirito sottile (‘Through the eyes penetrates a subtle spirit’).

Cavalcanti’s account of love is characterised by an extraordinarily precise
differentiation of its chronological and psychological components. It is the
crisis of transition from one state or realisation to another. At its best, it
resembles self-vivisection without anaesthetic, as the vital functions are probed
and ruthlessly laid bare: a poetry of pathology. Central to this analysis is the
belief that love is an imbalance, an illness which disturbed the working
relationship between senses and reason. This pessimistic evaluation is much
closer to Fra Guittone’s strictures than to Guinizzelli’s easy-going celebration,
and it explains the predominance of grief, anguish and death in Cavalcanti’s
verse.

The fullest account of Cavalcanti’s love theory is to be found in the canzone
Donna me prega, a virtuoso reply to a banal sonnet by Guido Orlandi asking
what love was. Technically Donna me prega (‘A lady asks me’) is a tour de
force: using an exceptionally demanding internal/external rhyme scheme, fifty-
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two out of the 154 syllables of each stanza are predetermined. Despite this out-
Guittoning of Guittone, the main interest of the canzone is the ‘natural
dimostramento’ (scientific demonstration) of the metabolism of passion. This is
achieved not through colourful analogies as in Guinizzelli, but through the
harnessing of scholastic discourse to lyric purpose. These necessarily elliptic
references to a vast system of knowledge have meant that the poem has
attracted a tradition of far from unanimous commentary ever since.

Love, Cavalcanti declares, is, in Aristotelian terms, an accident, not a
substance, occasioned in the sensitive rather than rational soul by a malign
influence of Mars combined with a visual form. The visual form becomes an
abstraction and lodges in the possible intellect (the part of the mind beyond the
immediate senses) as an ideal incapable of arousing passion. Love is not
rational, but rather an event of the senses, which are the highest perfection of
Man. But this event can lead to obfuscation, not because it is against nature,
but because it crowds out rational operations. Love is a temporary state, with
pronounced physical effects, awakening the irascible appetite in an energetic
struggle against the obstacles to fulfilment. Pleasure can be found only by
discovering a similar temperament, even though the primary manifestations of
love are invisible.

What Cavalcanti is saying in his intellectual shorthand is that through early
experience and psychological disposition we acquire sensual notions of ideal
beauty which stay in our memory and exercise a dormant fascination. These
notions are subsequently challenged by the contemplation of real-life attrac-
tions. The pent-up force of the ideal, coupled with the mismatch of the real,
leads to major psychological instability. Occasionally, however, when there is
a reciprocal match of sensual ideals between partners, difficult to ascertain
because love is invisible, the experience can be beneficial.

Despite the Aristotelian terminology and largely negative stance, the theore-
tical position is not so far removed from Guinizzelli’s ideas on predisposition
to love (gentilezza), with the passage from potency to act triggered by
contemplation of someone of similar temperament. The pairing of the influence
of Mars (one might have expected Venus) and the visual form, which together
occasion love’s lodging in memory, is the most difficult concept in the poem.
Whereas the rational soul directly receives its intellectual light pure and
undiminished, the sensitive soul receives its input imperfectly through the
senses, senses which are conditioned by the stars. The potential lover sees
feminine beauty through a glass darkly; his complexion is one susceptible to
strong emotions and violent conflict (the attributes of Mars).

The cerebrality of such discussion can easily obscure the fantastic verbal
dynamics underpinning the argument: ‘da Marte’ (from Mars) could also be
read ‘d’amar te’ (loving you), and repeated anagrams of amare are woven
effortlessly into the poem. Ciritics still disagree on whether Cavalcanti’s
insistence on the primacy of the sensitive as opposed to the rational soul is a
sign of radical Averroism. For the Averroists, the rational intellect was
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universal, not specific to individuals, whereas the sensitive soul was the highest
individual faculty. Love in such circumstances would be resolutely secular, and
part of our mortal attributes, completely separate from the incorruptible
rational soul, and far from the vaguely Neoplatonic ascensional love of
Guinizzelli. Cavalcanti’s linking of eros and thanatos, then, is no shallowly
inherited metaphor: love is the operation of those parts of us which are
destined to die.

If the technical bravura of Donna me prega impressed poets (right up to
Ezra Pound), the investigation of erotic metabolism intrigued doctors and
philosophers. Dino del Garbo (1280-1327), a celebrated Florentine physician,
wrote a major commentary concentrating on the psychological and physiolo-
gical assumptions behind the poem, a commentary which Boccaccio was to
read assiduously. Even well into the Renaissance, Marsilio Ficino (1433-99)
commenting on Plato’s Symposium, was to refer copiously to Cavalcanti’s love
theory, though in a Neoplatonic rather than an Aristotelian context.

Cavalcantian circle

Dante called Cavalcanti his ‘first friend’, celebrating their first poetic contact in
VN 111, where he claims that Guido was one of those who responded to his
poem A ciascun’alma presa (‘To each captured soul’). Dante and Guido were
to exchange a number of poems, one of which, Dante’s charming sonnet
Guido, i’ vorrei che tu e Lapo e io (‘Guido, I wish that you, Lapo and I’),
imagines the small group of like-minded poets idyllically marooned on a magic
ship with their lady-loves. This element of sodalitas (personal friendship) is an
important factor in the development of stilnovismo, where close social contact
meant that influences were swiftly felt and ideas supplanted each other rapidly.
Dante’s early poetry was to feature fear and trembling straight out of Guido’s
catalogue. Soon, however, gentler motifs from Guinizzelli, such as praise of the
lady, began to overlay the stern poetry of distress. The VN can be read almost
as a diary of changing influences, as Dante heeds Guittone, Cavalcanti,
Guinizzelli and finally his own voice.

The other figures in Dante and Guido’s circle are relatively minor. Lapo
Gianni, Dino Frescobaldi and Gianni Alfani were active around the turn of the
century, and ingenuously reproduced Cavalcantian motifs along with allusions
to older Guittonian and Sicilian themes.

Cino da Pistoia
The only other poet of some note, whose professional (if not lyric) career was

to be prolonged with distinction into the Trecento, was Cino da Pistoia
(?1265-1337). A jurist of international repute (his Lectura in Codicem was a
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milestone in Roman Law), his poetic inspiration petered out shortly after the
turn of the century. Dante had already named him as one of the two poets who
had salvaged the reputation of Italian vernaculars in the face of French and
Provencgal primacy (DVE 1, 10), rendering urbane the ‘rustic accents’ of the
volgare (DVE 1, 17). Dante would refer to him again (DVE 11, 2) as a
distinguished poet of love, whilst keeping for himself the laurels for ‘singing
rectitude’. Very much in the shadow of Cavalcanti and Dante, Cino’s poetry is
characterised by an attenuation of the more intense aspects of his mentors.
Both Cavalcanti’s anguished drama and Dante’s propensity to worship,
manifestations of the uncompromising zeal of the converted, give way to a
concern for balance and elegance, for a melodious accommodation of ideas
which have finished by becoming uncontroversial. In Una gentil piacevol
giovanella (‘A nice young noble girl’), the miraculous lady whose apparition
brings Cavalcanti to a juddering halt is replaced by a reassuringly ‘nice’ young
girl who infuses the poet with simple celebratory joy. In La dolce vista e ’l bel
guardo soave (‘Sweet sight and beautiful, elegant gaze’), the grief at separation
is rehearsed with calibrated stylishness rather than tongue-tied desperation.
Both Petrarch and Boccaccio were to admire and cite this poem, and Cino can
be seen as a transitional figure, halfway between the emotional discoveries of
Cavalcanti and Dante and the mature connoisseurship of Petrarch. The latter
would write a moving sonnet on hearing of Cino’s death.

Stilnovo

‘Dolce’ and ‘soave’ are key words in Cino’s sound-palette, and there has been
much critical speculation about Bonagiunta’s naming of the ‘sweet new style’
(Purg. xxiv, 57) from which the poet from Lucca was excluded, and about
Dante’s preceding definition of the new poetics as ‘what love inspires, I note,
and what he dictates within, I express’. The statements are indeed finely
balanced between the powerfully enigmatic and the possibly banal. More
perhaps than any ideological feature, the fact that the stilnovo poets were
predominantly Florentine, and came from a similar upper middle-class back-
ground, contributed to a sense of group cohesion, and also to a conscious
differentiation from other poets (who often vented their disapproval in verse).
That the stilnovisti spoke the same dialect with the same vowel qualities must
also have made agreement on the aesthetic criteria of verse easier. Dante’s
comments on lexis in DVE 11, 7, dividing words by sound, are clearly a
rationalisation of an implicit standard, with the ideologically loaded terms like
‘donna’, ‘disio’, ‘amore’ singled out for special praise.

Although, seen in retrospect, there is little new in the stilnovisti, the
important thing is that they felt themselves to be such. Cavalcanti’s dismissal
of Guittone in Da pi¥i a uno face un sollegismo (‘From the many to the one
makes a syllogism’), which pokes fun at the older poet’s logical deficiencies
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whilst cruelly parodying Guittone’s involved syntax, displays all the arrogance
of the young Turk. The perceived novelty of the stilnovisti was in turn
debunked by outsiders: Onesto da Bologna wrote a telling complaint to Cino
da Pistoia, Mente ed umile e piu di mille sporte (‘ “Mind” and “humble” and
more than a thousand basketsfull’), in which he pokes fun at stilnovisti
debating in a daze with hordes of hypostatic spirits, and spouting trendy buzz-
words like ‘umile’ with the stress indulgently moved @ la francaise to the
penultimate syllable (to rhyme with ‘gentile’). Cino replied in kind, saying that
at least the new poets didn’t use tired old clichés like the Sicilians and
Guittonians.

If there is real novelty it is psychological: the stilnovisti feel they are
expressing love directly, and not through stale convention. Having found in
the coincidence of love and the noble heart an ideal fusion between inspiration
(love) and expression (noble heart), they are convinced that the role of the poet
is to accept the pre-verbal flatus and voice it per verba. Dante’s reply to
Bonagiunta makes this clear: ‘quando / Amor mi spira, noto, e a quel modo /
ch’e’ ditta dentro vo significando’ (when love inspires, I note, and what he
dictates within, I express). Superficially this sounds like nothing more than a
protestation of veracity: the writer constrained by truth is a common topos in
all medieval literature. But the stilnovisti believe they have made a break-
through: they have discovered what love actually is, as opposed to merely
observing its indirect effects, for it is love itself which initiates the literary act
(‘dittare’ is the technical term for writing poetry), whereas the poet’s function
is to find appropriate verbal expression. Cavalcanti, taking up a conceit of
Arnaut Daniel, expresses the same idea when he says in Di vil matera mi
conven parlare (‘I must talk of a lowly subject’) ‘Amore ha fabbricato cié ch’io
limo’ (Love has fashioned what I finish). One consequence of this conviction is
that love as a noun predominates in stilnovo lyric, whereas the verb is rare.
Poetry has turned its attention from the lover to love itself.

At a textual level, the poets of the stilnovo seem to have discovered, wide-
eyed, the full meaning of terms and images used with uncritical abandon by
previous writers. The same vocabulary is used, but the significance and
consequences are reverently gauged. There is an almost audible frisson when
they draw out the possibilities of ‘apparere’ (to appear), ‘vertute’ (essential
quality), ‘salute’ (salvation). One senses an evolving code, with stratifications
of added meaning excitedly superimposed on a previously unappreciated lexis.
This semantic revolution is the real legacy of the stilnovo. By the time Petrarch
started writing, the vocabulary of the lyric had acquired a redolent, allusive,
self-conscious quality which was ripe for secondary manipulation and indul-
gent retrospection.
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Non-fictional works

While the language, thematics and culture of vernacular poetry developed
rapidly through competing attempts to come to terms with the powerfully
suggestive, relatively unified courtly lyric of Provence, vernacular prose
literature evolved much less uniformly and easily. Culturally, there was no
single body of material demanding attention and admiration: instead there
were many different potential models, each with its own traditions and reader-
ship. Linguistically, the situation was no more clear-cut. If French prose
literature was a precocious phenomenon, it was nevertheless dwarfed by its
Latin parent, even in France; Latinity in Italy was in an even more predominant
position. Many of the dialects indeed had no tradition of writing at all.
Learning to use Latin as a written medium was, however, a major investment
in time and money, not undertaken lightly. For lawyers and clerics, the pay-off
could be justified by professional opportunities and efficiency. Changing
patterns of economic and political activity in the expanding communes meant
that other groups, hitherto illiterate, were beginning to require records of
transactions. For the unlettered who merely needed occasional written corro-
boration, it was better to use a notary, who could provide an instant technical
translation. Increasingly, though, merchants, bankers and politicians sought
regular, confidential records. There was an incentive for them to acquire the
skills themselves: fragments of a Florentine bank ledger dating from 1211
clearly show a developing utilitarian jargon in the vernacular entries. The
progress of mercantile literacy from book-keeping to book-writing would
reach its culmination in the Trecento, when Boccaccio, a banker himself,
would make his mark in both prose and epic poetry. But to begin with, the
only group with the wherewithal for linguistic transfer was the lawyers.

Acting as mediators between vernacular tractation and Latin transcription
placed notaries in a unique position. Such was the importance of this activity
in the commercial life of the communes that already in 1246 the statutes of the
guild of notaries of Bologna required candidates to pass an examination in oral
and written translation to and from the vernacular. It was no accident that this
profession not only produced many pioneers of vernacular poetry (where
feelings had to be accurately accommodated to form), but was also instru-
mental in extending the Latin prose tradition into Italian.

2.8
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Guido Faba (fl. 1220—48) studied law at Bologna, taught rhetoric briefly,
then, after a serious illness, became a notary. Author of a number of Latin
works on rhetoric and dictamen (ornamented official prose), he is remembered
for two works which demonstrate the possibilities of transposing stylistic
devices from Latin to the vulgar tongue. The Gemma purpurea is a handbook
on the art of letter-writing. Though the instructions are in Latin, Guido
illustrates his precepts indifferently in both languages. The formulas, whether
in Latin or the vernacular, are generic and mechanical, like ‘personalised’ junk-
mail, but they reveal a fascinating hunger for cultural advancement even
amongst the supposedly uncultivated. Though predominantly aimed at prac-
tical, prosaic situations, there are moments, such as here in formula 6, when
the heady attractions of the new love lyric seep into the stilted epistolary
recipes:

Quando eo vego la vostra splendiente persona, per grande alegran¢ca me pare ch’eo
scia in paradiso; si me prende lo vostro amore, donna ¢engore, sovra onne bella.

(When I see your splendid person, the resultant happiness makes me think I am in
Paradise; so much does your love take me, noble Lady, beautiful above all others.)

Faba’s Parlamenta et epistole, written somewhat later, are an ‘exercice de
style’ in the manner of Raymond Queneau. A vernacular letter responding to a
particular situation is followed by three Latin versions of decreasing com-
plexity, major, minor, and minima. The intent was to teach amplificatio
(stylistic elaboration) and other forms of rhetorical enhancement via the Latin
texts. The vernacular passages were a linguistically neutral, ‘invisible’ way of
presenting the content before concentrating on the style in the Latin versions.
Even so, the vernacular texts exhibit clear signs of oratorical design, employing
figures of speech and thought and mimicking the solemn accentuation of Latin
cursus (rhythmic end-patterns). Here is the beginning of a form-letter, De filio
ad patrem pro pecunia, in which a student asks his father for further financial
support, employing newly learnt rhetorical colours in a directly relevant
exercise of persuasion:

Andato sono al prato de la Filosofia bello, delectevele e glorioso, e volsi cogliere flore
de diversi colori, ago ch’eo facesse una corona de merevegliosa belleca [...] Ma lo
guardiano del ¢ardino contradisse, s’eo non li facessi doni placeveli et onesti.

(I have been to the beautiful meadow of Philosophy [university], both delightful and
glorious, and I wished to gather flowers of many colours [enrol for courses], so that I
could make a crown of marvellous beauty [get a degree] [...] But the guardian of the
garden [the dean] said no, unless I presented him with pleasant and honourable gifts
[paid my fees]).

Commercial ascendancy and increasingly complex financial structures were
not the only spur to literacy. The emergent communes offered opportunities
for political activity to groups hitherto excluded. There was now a market for
practical advice on political oratory. Some was distinctly down-to-earth and
primitive, such as Giovanni da Vignano’s Flore de parlare (‘Flower of Speech’),
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whose sub-title hopefully declares it ‘ad utilitd de coloro che desidrano sapere
arengare’ (useful for those who desire to know how to speak in public). Access
to an ideologically appropriate past became an urgent necessity for politicians.
The protagonists’ culture was, however, largely limited to the vernacular, and
translations of works relevant to civic politics, the history and oratory of
republican Rome in particular, were amongst the first to appear.

Brunetto Latini’s partial translation of Cicero’s De inventione, and Guidotto
da Bologna’s Fiore di rettorica (?1260), a free adaptation of the pseudo-
Ciceronian Rbetorica ad Herennium, were responses to this need for a more
informed, political use of Italian prose. Brunetto’s foreword to the Rettorica
eloquently voices this desire to develop a reliable form of vernacular per-
suasion:

Sovente e molto ho io pensato in me medesimo se la copia del dicere e lo sommo
studio della eloquenzia hae fatto piu bene o piti male agli uomini e alle cittadi; per6
che quando io considero li dannaggi del nostro Comune, e raccolgo nell’animo
I’antiche aversitadi delle grandissime cittadi, veggio che non picciola parte di danni v’é
messa per uomini molto parlanti sanza sapienza.

(Often and deeply have I pondered whether a way with words and the lofty pursuit of
eloquence have done more good or harm to individuals and cities; for that reason
when I consider the misfortunes of our Commune, and I call to mind the ancient
tribulations of the greatest cities, I see that no small part of the misfortunes can be
attributed to men speaking overmuch but without knowledge.)

In the glosses to the Ciceronian passages, glosses in a markedly plainer style
than the translated excerpts from the De inventione, Brunetto’s explanations
abound not only with examples from ancient Rome, but also with the
homespun politics and deputations of Tuscan political life. This link between
rhetoric and politics was keenly felt: Giovanni Villani would subsequently
write, with gratitude, that Brunetto was the ‘initiator and teacher in removing
the rough edges of the Florentines, and making them aware of how to speak
properly, and how to direct and rule our republic according to [Aristotle’s]
Politics’ (Cronica viii, 10).

If political and social eloquence were both in demand, so was the know-
ledge-base that went with it. Scientific and moral doctrine began to cross the
boundaries of language. In medieval encyclopaedism, Brunetto Latini’s Trésor
had made the leap from Latin to the vernacular, but the language he wrote in
had been French. Ristoro (or Restoro) d’Arezzo wrote his Composizione del
mondo (‘The making of the world’) in the 1280s in a rhetorically artless
Aretine dialect, far removed from the studied periods of Brunetto. Ristoro
believed that Creation was ruled by the Aristotelian principle of opposites
(what is white, except by reference to black?) and his review of the world and
the cosmos proceeds by a kind of lexical dialectic, a rich dictionary of
antonyms, particularly adjectives. The effect is relentless. Here in the second
chapter of the sixth ‘particula’, he is distinguishing the qualities of plants:
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tale trovamo grande e tale piccola, a respetto I’'una a I’altra, e tale é grossa e tale
sottile, e tale & longa e tale corta, e tale € armata, come quelle c’hano le spine acute, e
tale so’ sciarmate, e tale odorifera e tale fetida ...

(we find one large and another small, in relation to one another, and one thick and
another thin, one long and another short, one armed, like those which bear sharp
thorns, and another unarmed, and one scented and another foul-smelling . ..)

If Ristoro is amongst the first to deal scientifically with the cosmos in an Italian
vernacular, then the Florentine judge Bono Giamboni is one of the initiators of
ethico-doctrinal writing in Tuscan. In his Della miseria dell’'uomo (‘On the
Wretchedness of Man’), Bono produced a free vernacular re-working of
Innocent II’s well-known De miseria humane conditionis, in which the
original text became encased in a narrative framework reminiscent of Boethius’
De consolatione Philosophiae. Innocent’s purpose had been contemplative,
whereas the Florentine’s version stressed the didactic element. Bono’s most
original work, however, is the slightly later Libro de’ vizi e delle virtudi (‘Book
of Vices and Virtues’). Taking again the Boethian situation of a visitation by an
allegorical personage at a time of crisis, he dramatises the struggle in the soul
between good and evil. The emulation of Boethius is anything but mechanical.
Lady Philosophy may graciously converse with the anguished Boethius, but for
the practical Bono she offers the hem of her garment to cleanse the author’s
clogged eyes of their ‘crosta di sozzura puzzolente di cose terrene’ (scab of
stinking filth of earthly things). While Boethius remained firmly in his cell
mulling over the transience of the world, Bono will be invited on a journey to
discover the virtues, and during his travels will be told of the epic struggle of
the Christian faith against paganism (Islam). The theology of the Libro de’ vizi
e delle virtudi may be embedded in earlier medieval models, but the language
and narrative verve are distinctly original, endowed with an authentic voice,
and already prefigure the vigour of Dante and Boccaccio in the Trecento.

Vernacular translations

The desire of the new middle class to acquire culture, to parade modestly
appropriate quotations from the classics, lies behind the various volgarizza-
menti (vernacular translations) of the Disticha Catonis, a second-century
collection of Latin sententiae which enjoyed enormous popularity in the
Middle Ages. Apart from a number of Tuscan versions, Duecento translations
into Venetian and Neapolitan have been found, and Bonvesin de la Riva was
not alone in producing a volgarizzamento into Lombard. A similar desire to
parade cultural baggage underlies the multiple translations (predominantly
Tuscan, but also Venetian) of Albertano da Brescia’s Liber consolationis et
consilit (1246), a work of moral improvement which was to influence Chaucer,
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in which the long-suffering Meliboeus is taught patience through a surfeit of
maxims and biblical examples.

The translations of Latin material are crucial to our understanding of the
period on two counts. The first is that they show the cultural aspirations of an
emerging lay middle class, no longer subservient to legal or ecclesiastic
hierarchies. The second is that the very process of translation forced the pace
of linguistic development. The accretion of centuries of rhetorical tradition, the
civilised patina of allusivity, and the sophistication of syntactic devices, all
these Latin assets were hard to reproduce in a language more fitting for the
cut-and-thrust of the street. It was inevitable that the struggling target language
should absorb characteristics from the confident source language. During the
Duecento, the volgarizzamenti were to introduce a progressive Latinisation of
vernacular vocabulary and a marked tendency away from parataxis (sequences
of undifferentiated main clauses) towards complex sentences with involved
subordination (hypotaxis).

The choice of written language in the late Middle Ages was to a large extent
sectorially determined, that is to say subject-specific. If Latin was the vehicle
for the history of the Greeks and Romans, French was the medium for
contemporary record. Brunetto’s remarks about the universality of French
were to find an echo in Martino da Canale, a Venetian whose Chronique des
Veniciens (1275) proudly presents the virtues and achievements of his city, ‘the
most beautiful and pleasing in this our earthly existence’, in the vernacular
language most likely to have universal readership. What seems like luke-warm
linguistic patriotism is in fact a hard-headed calculation of impact. In 1298,
another Venetian, Marco Polo, would dictate from a Genoese prison cell his
Divisament dou monde, commonly known as the Milione (from Emilione, his
family nickname), the account of a quarter of a century of eventful travels in
the Orient. The language would again be an Italianate French, though whether
this was the choice of Polo himself or his amanuensis, Rustichello da Pisa, is
unclear. Paradoxical proof that the linguistic choice had been opportune can
be seen in the almost immediate separate translations into Tuscan (pre-1309)
and Latin (1320), a sign that, beyond French, readers could still not be reached
by a single Italian dialect.

Rustichello was no mere scribe, however, and he is remembered for having
composed one of the classics of the chivalrous tradition. The Meliadus
(?1270), written in French, is an imaginative and voluminous reworking of
offshoots of the Tristan and Lancelot material (Meliadus is Tristan’s wayward
father) whose fortune spread across Europe in the wake of the French
romancers Chrétien, Thomas and Béroul. The passion of Tristan and Iseult the
Blonde, like that of Lancelot and Guinevere, was to be popular in Italy, where
the intrigues of the heart seem to have had more pulling power than the
vicissitudes of the battlefield. As in Germany, versions in the local vernacular
were to play an influential role in subsequent culture. The Tristano Riccar-
diano (late Duecento), named after the Florentine library where the manuscript
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is preserved, is a fluent semi-independent derivative of the French prose
versions, written in Tusco-Umbrian dialect. Though dealing with a fantasy
world, the storytelling is careful rather than imaginative, and the repetitious
use of narratorial interventions (‘here the story says ..., ‘if anybody asks who
the knight was, I will say his name is ...’) gives a primitive, pseudo-oral feel, a
feature which would be exploited to ironic antiquarian effect in the romance
epics of the late Renaissance.

Outside Tuscany, the Tristano Veneto and Tristano Corsiniano (both late
Duecento) are written in Venetian dialect: the Veneto was to be a prime
importer of Arthurian and Carolingian epic, and much of it was to circulate in
a hybrid language, Franco-Venetian, haphazardly composed, but nonetheless
vital and above all popular. The common herd were now trespassing on the
preserve of an aristocratic élite. An anonymous intellectual set his scorn for
such vulgarity in Latin metre:

Karoleas acies et gallica gesta boantem
cantorem aspicio; pendet plebecula circum
auribus arrectis . ..

... Francorum dedita lingue

carmina barbarico passim deformat hiatu.

(I see the minstrel booming out ... Charlemagne’s battle-host and French derring-do;
the wretched plebs hang round with their ears pricked ... and persistently he deforms
with his barbaric phrasing verses set in the language of the Franks.)

(Text in Francesco Novati, Attraverso il medioevo, Bari, 1905, p. 298.)

In Italy, then, chivalrous epic finally left its aristocratic readership behind, and
embarked on a fascinating adventure at the popular end of the market, losing
belligerence and gaining humour on the way, and preparing for the great
nostalgic achievements of Pulci, Boiardo, Ariosto and Tasso in the Renais-
sance.

From exemplum to novella

Though Arthurian material pandered to the taste for romance and adventure, its
organisation and scope were rambling and long-winded. Other briefer forms
from a different tradition were to occupy the niche of snappy narration. One
spur for such a development was the growing importance of sermons and
preaching in the wake of the evangelism of the Franciscans and Dominicans.
Moral points would be illustrated by appropriate narrative examples, or
exempla. In effect, the exemplum was a short story embedded in a religious
discourse and rounded off with a homily. Vincent of Beauvais’s Speculum
historiale was a widely diffused compilation of such exempla, furnished with
suitable moralising tailpieces. Some time after 1264 it was partially translated
into Tuscan as the Fiori e vita di filosafi ed altri savi ed imperadori (‘Life and
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Sayings of Philosophers and other Sages and Emperors’). What is interesting
about the volgarizzamento is that the anonymous translator kept very much to a
literal, almost pedantic rendition of the moralising sequences, but put a great
deal of narrative enthusiasm into the exempla themselves. A similar interest in
what was to become the classic short-story form can be seen in the late-Duecento
Fatti di Cesare (‘Deeds of Caesar’), Conti di antichi cavalieri (‘Tales of Knights
of Old’) and Libro dei sette savi (‘Book of the Seven Sages’). The first is a free
translation of Li fet des Romains, an early thirteenth-century compilation from
Lucan, Sallust and Suetonius outlining events and personalities connected with
the career of Julius Caesar. Its episodic character was clearly attractive to a
public seeking short, autonomous narrations. The Conti di antichi cavalieri is a
curious assembly of twenty anecdotes about rulers: Saladin takes pride of place,
followed by Henry II of England, various Roman heroes such as Scipio, Pompey
and Caesar, and the entirely fictional Tristan. The Libro dei sette savi translates,
sometimes indirectly through French, the Dolopathos, a Latin version of a
collection of short stories originating in India and popular in both the Middle
East and Europe. A prince is unjustly accused by his stepmother of rape: over a
week, the stepmother and the boy’s seven tutors compete in telling stories to
prove his guilt or innocence. The ‘frame plus intercalation’ structure anticipates
Boccaccio’s Decameron (13 50s).

The Novellino

The aforementioned compilations all provided material for the Nowvellino, or
Cento novelle antiche (‘Hundred Old Tales’, post ?21280) the most successful
and original example of vernacular prose literature of the Duecento. The
edificatory tone which still coloured the earlier anthologies is now conspicu-
ously absent. Instead, there is a simple appeal to social promotion through
culture, as can be seen in the opening passage:

Since the nobility is in its words and deeds like a mirror to lesser mortals, since their
speech is more pleasant, issuing from a more delicate instrument, let us record here a
few flowers of speaking, of elegant manners, elegant replies, elegant accomplishments,
elegant generosity and elegant loves, as took place in olden times. And whoever has a
noble heart and subtle intelligence will be able to imitate them in the future, and
reason and speak and recount wherever he finds himself.

The hundred tales (it is thought the now-lost original may have had more than
a score more) are loosely arranged by theme, location or protagonist. Whilst
the written sources of the older material can frequently be identified, and point
to a ‘middle-brow’ culture with gross misattributions and elementary anach-
ronisms, the stories relating to the Duecento have all the sureness of oral
currency. Studies of the Novellino hint at the possibility of more than one
author, but suggest only one compiler. Whoever he was he had a soft spot for
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Frederick II: the first story (II) concerns the Emperor’s well-known contacts
with the oriental world, and even quotes indirectly one of Frederick’s sonnets
(Misura, providenzia e meritanza). This enthusiasm has led some commenta-
tors to assume the compiler was a Ghibelline. But given similarly warm
treatment of Saladin and Richard the Lionheart, it might be safer to imagine a
naive hankering for a heroic age of chivalry in net contrast to contemporary
venality.

Though the protagonists of the novelle are typically emperors, kings,
prelates or philosophers, what is striking is that they are portrayed not at their
moments of historical or fictional triumph - battles, theological or forensic
victories, moments of pomp and splendour. Instead, the Novellino places us in
the interstices of great events and relates fleeting incidents when the famous
come into contact with common experience. In the middle of the crusades,
Saladin breaks off battle, curious to observe the eating habits of his Christian
foes; unimpressed with their hospitality, he invites them to dinner, where they
show their lack of manners by spitting on the carpets specially embroidered
with crosses in their honour (xxv). Out hunting one day Frederick II feels
thirsty and, without revealing his identity, asks a picnicking commoner for
some wine: the commoner refuses to let a stranger sully his clean goblet.
Frederick humbly asks for the use of his water-bottle, promising it will not
touch his lips: but instead of giving it back, he rides away with it. The
commoner traces the perpetrator of this theft and confronts the Emperor,
much to the latter’s amusement. As a reward for his frankness the commoner
leaves with liberal gifts (xxii11).

Stylistically, the Nowvellino is economical to the point of curtness. Initially,
critics took this pared-down quality for a desire to furnish only a bare outline,
as if the stories were mere aide-mémoires, and amplification would take place
orally. Subsequent studies have identified quite sophisticated levels of rheto-
rical organisation, and conclude that the leanness of the Novellino is a
conscious attempt at sermo brevis (desirable briefness). One of the main
reasons sermo brevis was an attractive gambit is that the novelle are predomi-
nantly vehicles for coming to a quick climax, bel motto (quip) or belli risposi
(ripostes). Here in the Novellino, the moral conclusion of the exemplum,
outside the story, has been superseded by the narrative justification of the
punch-line, placed within it. The displacement of the centre of gravity was not
to stop there, however. By the time of Boccaccio’s Decameron, though the
taste for such quick-wittedness was undiminished, and ‘leggiadri motti’
(amusing remarks) are the theme for Day Six, narrative interest would find
itself transferred from the moment of climax to the circumstances leading up to
it. In this context, it is clear that the Novellino is a crucial step in the
development of modern narrative.

Perhaps the lasting importance of the Nowellino lies in the fact that it has
escaped from the world of wvolgarizzamenti and has acquired narrative
autonomy. The shape of the work and the choice of novelle is its own. The
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aesthetic criteria are sometimes even advertised in the rubrics — ‘Here is
recounted a fine judgement ...’ (x); ‘Here is recounted a most beautiful
novella ...’ (xLi1). The humorous dialectic of many of the novelle also points
to another major advance: direct speech itself is handled with great confidence,
even if the ancillary devices identifying the changeover of interlocutors are
rather primitive. The postmodern novella of the courtier who starts a novella
which goes on and on, for lack of an ending (LxxxIx), is an example of
wonderfully cutting repartee articulated by insecure ‘he replieds’:

Brigata di cavalieri cenavano una sera in una gran casa fiorentina, e avevavi uno
uomo di corte, il quale era grandissimo favellatore. Quando ebbero cenato, comincio
una novella che non venia meno. Uno donzello della casa che servia, e forse non era
troppo satollo, lo chiamo per nome, e disse: — Quelli che t’insegno cotesta novella, non
la t’insegno tutta. — Ed elli rispuose: — Perché no? — Ed elli rispuose: — Perché non
t'insegno la restata.

(A band of knights were dining one evening in a great Florentine house, and there was
a courtier who was a great talker. When they had finished eating, he began a story
which went on and on. A young man of the house who was serving, and perhaps not
had his fill, called out to him by name and said, “Whoever told you this story didn’t
tell you the whole of it.” And he replied, “Why not?’ And he replied, ‘Because he didn’t
tell you the ending.’)

These discoveries of narrative autonomy and of direct speech were to be major
lessons for Boccaccio, whose Decameron would incorporate a number of the
novelle. Indeed this knight’s tale of the Novellino was to end up reworked as
the first novella of Day Six.

By the end of the Duecento, then, prose was just beginning to acquire that
independence which verse had already manifested. The earlier maturation of
verse was not just a historical fact, but also confirmation of a cultural
precedence already claimed for Latin and Greek, in which poetry had come
before prose. But when Dante, following Isidore of Seville (Etymologies 1, 38),
wrote in DVE 11, 1 ‘it is the prose-writers who receive the illustrious vernacular
from verse-writers ..., and not vice-versa’, he was a mite premature. If one
looks at most of the prose of the Duecento, the lyric barely impinges on a
medium nourished more by rhetoric, history and sententiae. But the interde-
pendence of the two media would be convincingly demonstrated by Dante
himself in VN xxv, where the formal alternation of prose and poetry reveals
poems as vehicles for narration, and plain text as poetry: ‘it would be shame
indeed for a poet writing beneath the cloak of figures and colours of rhetoric to
be unable, if asked, to bare his words to reveal the true meaning’. By the end of
the Duecento, the language was ready: it was merely awaiting writers, the real
guarantee of an ‘illustrious vernacular’. It would not wait for long.
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Dante

Lino Pertile

When in 1313~14 it began to circulate in Italy, the Inferno must have taken its
first Tuscan readers by surprise. Dante Alighieri was a Florentine exile, a
sophisticated poet and intellectual who, some twenty years earlier, had
published a slim volume, a love story in vernacular verse and prose, entitled
Vita Nuova. He was also known as the author of many other poems in the
vernacular (sonnets, canzoni, ballads) which had placed him at the forefront of
a small group of young poets active in Tuscany in the 1290s. However, his
main claim to fame was probably of a different nature: in the year 1300 he had
been one of Florence’s six Priors, the highest public officers in the Commune.
But his political career had been dramatically interrupted in 1301, when as a
White Guelf' he had been banished from his native city. Since that year he had
been living in exile, mainly in Northern Italy, producing the occasional
canzone but apparently involving himself more with philosophy and politics
than with poetry. In fact, in the previous two to three years he had written
various open letters advocating the restoration of the Holy Roman Empire
under the rule of a German monarch, Henry VII of Luxembourg — the same
Henry who had vainly besieged Florence in the autumn of 1312 and had died
ten months later, near Siena, without having achieved much for himself or the
Empire.

This is, more or less, all that was likely to have been common knowledge
around 1313 about Dante Alighieri: hardly enough to forewarn his readers of
what was to come. The Inferno was the first instalment of a three-part account
in which the author claimed to have been on a journey among the dead, where
he had met and talked to, among others, many of his friends and foes,
especially from Florence. Even apart from the question of credibility, the work
broke all the rules: literary, political, religious. Its subject was deeply serious,
but its language vernacular; its stylistic range was unprecedented, mixing the
low and base with the lofty and abstract, the comic with the tragic, the lyric
with the epic, the Christian with the pagan. Politically, it condemned to eternal
damnation Guelfs (both Black and White) as well as Ghibellines, ecclesiastical
as well as secular rulers. Though it favoured Florence as the target of its
indignation and sarcasm, it spared no city in Tuscany or beyond. Above all, it
displayed a profound aversion for the new class of entrepreneurs and self-

! See above, p. 22, note.
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made men who had transformed Florence into a major international centre of
trade and industry, and now exercised power over its civil, social and cultural
institutions, its customs and laws, its internal and foreign affairs. Finally,
although its theology appeared to be broadly orthodox, the poem was in many
ways a veritable scandal: it denounced the Popes and the customs of the Holy
Roman Church, calling for the surrender of all the wealth and power
accumulated over a thousand years. What was worse, indeed intolerable, its
author claimed to speak with the voice of God, to be a new Christian prophet,
sent to reform the world before its impending end. How could a decent,
intelligent, cultivated Florentine have written anything as subversive as the
Inferno?

To begin to answer this question it is natural to turn to Dante’s life and
times. Unfortunately, we know very little indeed of Dante’s life. Very few dates
and facts are documented. We have nothing in his own hand, not even a
signature. What we know is what he chose to tell us in his poetry. He almost
totally identified his life with his art, blurring all distinctions between one and
the other, and it is largely a vain effort to try to disentangle them. Conversely,
the few facts about his life which are independently documented -~ mainly
concerning his marriage and his children - are completely excluded from his
writings, no part of which can be relied upon to convey anything historically
certain about him. With this important caveat in mind, we may begin to look
at Dante’s early years.

Early life

Dante Alighieri was born in Florence into a modest Guelf family towards the
end of May 1265. After receiving an ordinary secular education, based on the
standard classical and medieval Latin texts, he began to write poetry in the
Siculo-Tuscan manner and came into contact with some of the most influential
Florentine poets and intellectuals of the period, such as Brunetto Latini and
Guido Cavalcanti. It was probably the latter, five years his elder and a member
of one of Florence’s noblest Guelf families, who offered Dante the example of a
poetry worth emulating.

It is at this early stage of Dante’s life that historical events, poetic auto-
biography and reflection on poetry begin to be inextricably interwoven. From
its very inception, his poetry appears to be a self-conscious elaboration of
personal experiences, where the lines between dreams, imaginings and real
events are blurred and crossed. At first there seems to be nothing remarkable
about this procedure, which was largely conventional among Dante’s circle of
friends and correspondents. What is unique to him is the coherence and
originality with which he developed it.

The modern reader will be struck by the absolute silence in which Dante
leaves some major facts of his life. In 1285, aged twenty, he married Gemma
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Donati. Two years later he was father to a son, Pietro, who was soon to be
followed by two siblings, Jacopo and Antonia; the existence of a fourth child,
Giovanni, is still disputed. None of them gains entrance into any of Dante’s
works; it is as if they, and their mother, never existed. The opposite is true of
Beatrice, the love of his life, with whom he hardly had any contact at all. If
she actually existed, she is likely to have been Bice, the daughter of Folco
Portinari, who was born in 1266, married Simone de’ Bardi in 1287, and died
in 1290.

In any case, it is assumed that neither Dante’s domestic life nor his
extramarital interests kept him from pursuing his poetical training and
experimentation. Some scholars believe that around 1286 he wrote the 232
sonnets of I/ fiore, a bawdy and brilliant Tuscan adaptation of the Roman de
la rose (see above, p. 7), and the 480 settenari of the Detto d’Amore. In 1287
he spent a period of up to six months in Bologna, where he came into contact
with the poetry of Guido Guinizzelli whom he was later to acknowledge as the
father of the stilnovo (Purg. xxvi, 97-9; see above, p. 19). Two years later he
was involved as a cavalry officer in the battle of Campaldino and in the siege
of the Pisan castle of Caprona, both episodes later remembered in the
Commedia. In 1290 Beatrice died, a crucial event in Dante’s life, which at first,
as he tells us in his Convivio, drew him to theology and philosophy. Nothing
else is known about the years 1290-5; but all circumstantial evidence indicates
that in this period he wrote his first book, the Vita Nuova. In ten years Dante
had become a leading practitioner of Italian poetry. The Vita Nuova was to
prove his technical and intellectual mastery, and at the same time demonstrate
that he was far from satisfied with his achievement.

Vita Nuova

The Vita Nuova is a ‘little book’ (a libello) in which Dante transcribes from
‘the book of his memory’ the story of his love for Beatrice. The nature of the
project is eminently literary. The poet-protagonist selects thirty-one poems
(twenty-five sonnets, five canzoni and one ballad) out of all those he has
written in the past ten years or so, and sets them within the frame of a prose
commentary: forty-two chapters in all, according to the standard modern
editions. This alternation of poetry and prose (prosimetron) had influential
models, notably Boethius’ Consolatio, the Provencal razos and the glossed
manuscripts of the Song of Songs, as well as of classical poets, especially Ovid.
Dante’s anthology aims to be both a sophisticated autobiography and a treatise
on poetry: the exemplary story of a spiritual education coinciding with the
development of a poetic career. As such it was not, and could not be, intended
for the ordinary reader, but for a select circle of fellow poets who would be
able to understand its complex nature. Among these was Guido Cavalcanti,
Dante’s ‘first friend’, who had advised him to write his commentary in Italian
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rather than Latin. Having been in existence for about one and a half centuries,
Italian poetry had developed rules and conventions; but an Italian prose
scarcely existed. Dante took up the challenge and dedicated the Vita Nuova to
Cavalcanti.

Taken by themselves, the lyrics of the Vita Nuova, at least up to the crucial
chapter 19, can be viewed as exercises and experiments in the disparate literary
traditions of love poetry prevalent at the time of their composition; they are
mainly in the courtly style of the Sicilian school and of Guittone d’Arezzo, or
they are inspired by the more recent stilnovo examples of Guinizzelli and
Cavalcanti. However, from the outset of the libello, Dante’s prose narrative
lends them much more weight than they originally had, anchoring them firmly
to the figure of Beatrice. The prose brings to the surface the secret order, the
meanings and the inner connections intuited by the poet when he started
writing. Revealing the universal, exemplary value of an otherwise fragmented
itinerary, it gives the /ibello a coherent, unified and progressive structure which
the actual experiences, if and when they occurred, did not have. The Vita
Nuova thus bears witness to that ‘editing’ of the self which was to become one
of Dante’s obsessions.

The agent inspiring Dante’s revisitation and revision of his own past is,
simply, Beatrice. It is impossible to establish the extent to which this figure
corresponds to the real Bice de’ Bardi. For, paradoxically, though the Vita
Nuova suggests that she is a real woman, Beatrice hardly has any life outside
Dante’s mind. Her effects on him are physical enough: she makes him sigh,
tremble, weep; she overwhelms him. Yet she has neither body nor character of
her own; she is a vision, an angel, a divine messenger. Dante does not even try
to approach or speak to her; indeed, as the story develops, he becomes
incapable of withstanding her presence or her gaze. Once ignited, his passion is
totally internalised; it is a desire that feeds on itself, a desire of desire.

These are not uncommon ingredients in the theory and practice of courtly
love poetry. However, the myth of Beatrice rests on original elements which
Dante drew from another, indigenous and exceptionally rich source: the
‘popular’, hagiographic tradition which, itself feeding on a vast body of writings
surrounding the Song of Songs, created the Lives of the Saints. The mystic
atmosphere of miracles and revelations, of dreams and ecstasies, of visions and
prophecies which pervades the Vita Nuova; the structure, fabric and rhythm of
its prose narrative; its allusions to biblical language and the liturgy of the
Church: all this is a personal, exquisitely literary elaboration — it is impossible
to determine whether religious or aesthetic — of oral and written, ‘low-brow’
material that was circulating in central Italy towards the end of the thirteenth
century. The transformation of Beatrice from courtly lady to saint represents
the most mature literary fruit of this relatively humble tradition, just as the
Madonnas of the Italian churches of the time are its first artistic expression.

The Vita Nuova is not a story of events and characters, but of gazes from
afar, desires, imaginings and dreams. Dante is nine years old when he first sets
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eyes on Beatrice; the second time he sees her he is eighteen. These numerical
correspondences emphasise Beatrice’s providential role in the renewal of
Dante’s life. She enters into it as a divine agent whose greeting causes the poet
to feel profound joy but also immense anguish. When she later refuses him her
greeting, he decides he will place all his hopes of future happiness in words of
praise for his lady, something which cannot fail him. At first, however, this
theme proves too lofty for his writing, until one day his tongue speaks, ‘almost
as though moved of its own accord’, and he begins:

Donne ch’avete intelletto d’amore,
i’ vo’ con voi de la mia donna dire,
non perch’io creda sua laude finire,
ma ragionar per isfogar la mente.

(Ladies who know by insight what love is, With you about my Lady I would treat,
Not that I think her praises I’ll complete, But seeking by my words to ease my mind.)

This (chapter 19) is the heart of the Vita Nuova and the start of its most
original section. From now on, the poet is driven by a superior force to sing the
praises of his lady and expect nothing in return from her: Donne ch’avete
intelletto d’amore is the canzone-manifesto of this new style. Gone is Cavalcan-
ti’s idea of love as a disruptive, utterly negative power which Dante had
espoused at the beginning of his libello. But even Guinizzelli’s vision of the
lady as beatifier is surpassed. Now Beatrice is a manifest ‘miracle’, she is
‘gentleness’ and ‘grace’ personified, the source of every ‘salvation’; her beauty
delivers the world from everything negative and unworthy; in short, she is a
saint, a mirror of Christ.

But the signs of her imminent death are by now unmistakable. Her father
dies, then the poet is struck for nine days by a painful sickness. On the ninth
day he has a vision in which his own death is announced, and that of his lady,
too, at which, as at Christ’s death, the sun grows dark, air-borne birds fall
down dead, and the earth trembles violently. Soon afterwards Beatrice actually
dies, summoned to Heaven by God Himself. The libello has become, para-
doxically, the story not of the conjoining of two lovers, but of their progressive
parting. Beatrice’s death, after the withdrawal of her greeting and presence, is
the indispensable step in Dante’s sublimation of his love for her; by making
even her body redundant, the poet proves the ultimate autonomy of his love.

Dante mourns Beatrice’s departure for one year. Then, as one day his
thoughts are full of sorrows, he sees ‘una gentile donna’, young and very
beautiful, who is looking at him from a window so compassionately that pity
seems to be epitomised in her appearance. A conflict develops within the poet’s
mind between the memory of Beatrice and the feelings the gentle lady inspires
in him, until one day Beatrice reappears to him as young as when he first saw
her and clothed in the same crimson garments. Overcome by bitter remorse,
the poet recognises the vanity of every consolation that does not stem from the
memory of his beloved. His thought becomes a ‘sigh’, ‘a pilgrim spirit’ which
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longs to be reunited with her Oltre la spera che piu larga gira, ‘beyond the
sphere that circles widest’. This is the last poem of the Vita Nuova. There
follows a mysterious ‘marvellous vision’ in which the poet sees ‘things’ which
make him decide to write no more of the blessed Beatrice until he can do so

more worthily:

And to this end I apply myself as much as I can, as she indeed knows. Thus, if it shall
please Him by whom all things live that my life continue for a few years, I hope to
compose concerning her what has never been written in rhyme of any woman. And
then may it please Him who is the Lord of courtesy that my soul may go to see the
glory of my lady, that is of the blessed Beatrice, who now in glory beholds the face of
Him qui est per omnia secula benedictus [who is blessed forever].

What is the meaning of this ending which promises, or rather searches for, a
new beginning? Had Dante not written the Commedia, it could be read as a
sublime praeteritio — after all, the Vita Nuova had gone so far as to speak of
Beatrice in terms that had never been used for any woman. But the fact that
Dante did write the Commedia makes the temptation to link the end of the
libello with the beginning of the poema sacro almost irresistible, even if
nothing else in either text justifies such speculation, except the finale of the Vita
Nuova. The question must be: was that ‘marvellous vision’ already present in
the original libello, or was it added later by the poet, when the idea of the
Commedia took shape in his mind, in order to connect his first and his last
book, through the name of Beatrice, even if at the expense of all he wrote in
between?

Be this as it may, the conclusion of the Vita Nuova forces us to assume that
at a certain point Dante began to see ‘things’ for which his old poetics were
inadequate. Thus the Vita Nuova marks the triumph, and simultaneously
uncovers the limitations, of the stilnovo. When some fifteen years later he
publicly resumes his writing for Beatrice, Dante does so on the basis of a much
wider and more ambitious perspective.

Rime

Dante’s lyric production spans twenty-five years, from the early 1280s to
1306—7, when he undertook the composition of his major poem. This produc-
tion, excluding the poems which he used for the Vita Nuova, make up what is
traditionally known as his Rime, his collected verse as arranged posthumously
and variously by successive generations of editors. One of the major problems
concerning the Rime is their chronological ordering. What is beyond any
doubt is the extraordinary richness of their experimental vein.

The first lyrics are in the styles already exemplified in the Vita Nuova, but
they include poems dedicated to women other than Beatrice, such as Fioretta
and Lisetta; and poems such as Guido, i’ vorrei che tu e Lapo ed io (‘Guido, I
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wish that you, Lapo and I’), that capture, as a pendant of courtly love and
ideals, the exclusive atmosphere of intellectual refinement and male friendship
typical of Florentine stilnovo.

Yet the influence of Cavalcanti at his most dark and dolorous is plainly
visible in a canzone like E’ m’incresce di me si duramente (‘1 pity myself so
intensely’), which records the destructive power of a fierce lady — perhaps
Beatrice herself — or in another early canzone, Lo doloroso amor che mi
conduce (‘The sorrowful love that leads me’), where Beatrice — this time
mentioned explicitly — is the merciless carrier of death, as in the best Provengal
and courtly tradition. It is only when we compare these poems with those in
praise of Beatrice included in the Vita Nuova that we begin to appreciate the
ideological significance of Dante’s selection for the libello, and the chasm this
opened between its author and its dedicatee.

What distinguishes Dante’s lyric production after the Vita Nuova is, together
with its variety and experimentation, a move towards more complex forms
and increasingly demanding subject-matter. This is particularly noticeable in
the rime he composed after his exile from Florence, which we shall consider
below.

Meanwhile, as a direct result of the philosophical studies undertaken after
the death of Beatrice, Dante composed throughout the 1290s a series of poems
in which philosophical and theological subjects were articulated in the
language of love poetry. Among these poems are the three canzoni on which
Dante comments in detail in the Convivio. The Lady who inspired them was
possiby a real woman, perhaps the ‘gentle and compassionate lady’ of the Vita
Nuova, but in the Convivio Dante identifies her allegorically as Lady Philo-
sophy. The critical problem is whether the allegorical meanings which Dante
attributes to these poems were originally present (as the poet would have us
believe), or whether they were written into them retrospectively by the author
of the Convivio. The difference between the two hypotheses is substantial: in
the first case the feminine object of his lyrics is a symbol of Dante’s emotional
life; in the second that same feminine object is a symbol of his philosophical
fervour and of the moral virtues he aims to achieve by means of his rational
faculties. The question is a thorny one and remains largely unresolved.

During the same period the poet was experimenting also in other directions.
The tenzone (poetic exchange) with Forese Donati, a friend of Dante’s who
died in 1296, is an exchange of sonnets so scurrilous, base and harsh that they
can hardly be accommodated even within the conventions of the burlesque
genre; indeed their paternity is keenly contested. Significantly, Dante will later
remember this episode with regret (Purg. XXI1I, 115—17).

Another group of lyrics articulates the theme of love not in stilnovo terms as
a beneficent, saving force, but as a disturbing, invincible reality. For instance,
even though she comes from Heaven, love does not touch the young girl of the
ballad I mi son pargoletta bella e nova (‘I am a young girl, lovely and
marvellous’). Much more hard-hearted and insensitive, the ‘donna petra’
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(stony lady) of the rime petrose (stony poems) pushes the poet to experiment in
the difficult style, hitherto untried in Italian, of the troubadour Arnaut Daniel.
The canzone Cosi nel mio parlar voglio esser aspro (‘1 want to be as harsh in
my speech’) is shocking for the harshness of its sounds and the violence of its
imagerys; it is a style to which the poet will return, especially in his Inferno.

Florentine politics

In 1295, having joined the Guild of Doctors and Apothecaries, Dante became
involved in politics. His progress was rapid. In 1300 he was elected to
Florence’s highest office, the Priory, for the period June to August. This was a
particularly critical moment in the conflict between the Guelf factions of the
Blacks and the Whites. The former was headed by Corso Donati, intransigently
opposed to any popular participation in public life; the latter, with whom
Dante sided, was led by Vieri de’ Cerchi, more open to cooperation with the
lower classes. In an attempt to quell the violence Dante and his colleagues
decided to banish the leaders of both warring factions, including Guido
Cavalcanti, who was to die in exile that summer. However, this move failed to
pacify the city. In October 1301 the intervention at the Pope’s request of
Charles of Valois, brother of Philip, King of France, put Corso Donati back in
control. Dante, who at the time was on a peace mission to Rome, was charged
with barratry (misuse of public funds) and sentenced to a huge fine, two years
of exile, and a permanent ban from public office. As he refused to pay, his
property was confiscated and the sentence changed to perpetual exile from
Florence. It was the end of the poet’s political life and the opening of a wound
which bled for the remainder of his life. For two further years the poet persisted
with the Whites in their attempt to regain control of Florence. But they were
finally defeated at La Lastra, near Florence, on 20 July 1304, by which time
Dante had left them. Utterly disillusioned, he had ‘made a party unto himself’.

For the rest of his life Dante wandered from court to court, visiting
Bartolomeo della Scala in Verona before 1303—4. After 1304 few details of his
movements are known for certain, and these are clouded by the many legends
that grew across the centuries around the figure of the lonely exile. What is
surely remarkable is that, despite his precarious circumstances, he quickly
found the determination necessary to begin and considerably advance the De
vulgari eloquentia and the Convivio, and, probably in 1307, having inter-
rupted these works, the Commedia.

Convivio and De vulgari eloquentia

Seen retrospectively from the vantage point of the Commedia, the Convivio
and the De vulgari eloquentia inevitably appear as ‘minor’ works that record
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Dante’s efforts to ‘find himself’ during the transitional years following his exile
from Florence. But such a view ignores the facts that with these works Dante
intended to assert his authority far beyond the field of love poetry, and that,
even in their unfinished form, nothing quite like them exists in any European
language at the beginning of the fourteenth century. What, therefore, may
seem like a slow and hesitant transition, was in fact a period of intense activity
and of rapid, almost irresistible, intellectual evolution for the poet.

After his recent misfortune, Dante was radically reviewing his past, seeking
to restore his battered self-confidence and reputation, and to find new and
more solid grounds upon which to base his future. In this enterprise he was
aided by his extraordinary ability to assimilate and synthesise all sources of
knowledge, transforming them into his own coherent ideas. Besides Cicero and
Boethius, he read St Augustine’s Confessions and re-read Virgil’s Aeneid, but
now with a new sense of purpose. He studied the scholastic philosophy and
theology of Thomas Aquinas, Albert the Great and St Bonaventure, but also
the mystics and, perhaps, such heterodox thinkers as Siger of Brabant and the
speculative grammarians.

When he undertook his two projects, Dante consciously aimed as high as he
could: the Convivio was to bring his philosophical canzoni within reach of a
wide Italian audience; the De vulgari was to demonstrate in Latin the formal
dignity of his vernacular poetry in the context of a universal theory and history
of language and literature. Dante hoped that works of such significance would
compel Florence to recognise his merits and revoke his exile.

Like the Vita Nuova, the Convivio is retrospective, but its stake is now the
status and value of Dante’s poetry as purveyor of philosophical truths. There
are other, equally substantive differences. The ‘donna gentile’ of the Vita
Nuova now becomes Lady Philosophy, and in this guise she replaces Beatrice
as the force that motivates the poet’s new quest. Dante no longer addresses
himself to a small circle of ‘fedeli d’Amore’, but to all who seek knowledge.
This is why he writes in the vernacular. His Convivio will indeed be a
‘banquet’ in which the food of knowledge will be offered to all.

The project was extremely ambitious. As an Italian ‘encyclopaedia’, the
fifteen treatises of the Convivio were intended to bridge the enormous gulf
between academic and ‘popular’ culture. The first treatise was to serve as
general introduction; the following fourteen were to be critical commentaries
on as many philosophical canzoni. In the event, only four were completed, the
introductory one plus three commentaries on three canzoni written in the
1290s: Voi che ’ntendendo il terzo ciel movete, Amor che ne la mente mi
ragiona, and Le dolci rime d’amor ch’i’ solia. (‘O you who move the heavens
by intellection’; ‘Love, speaking fervently in my mind’; ‘The sweet love poetry I
was accustomed’.) The four treatises contain a vast array of arguments whose
relevance to the text of the poems is often only superficial. Dante’s defence of
his poetry and of himself as exul immeritus produces pages of great intensity
and resonance. What constantly fires his enthusiasm, however, often producing
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blatant digressions, is his desire to communicate knowledge, to convey to all
his faith in reason and human intelligence.

The Convivio proves the depth and range of Dante’s familiarity with the
main currents of thought in thirteenth-century Europe. Central to philoso-
phical debate in the universities was the question (which had endless ramifica-
tions in all human sciences) of how to reconcile Aristotelian authority with
biblical doctrine — in other terms, philosophy and theology, reason and
Revelation. Different thinkers offered different solutions. Recognising and
simultaneously undermining canonical authority, Dante eclectically echoes
now Thomas Aquinas, now Albert the Great and now even the Averroist
current to which his friend Cavalcanti had subscribed. His observations range
from literary criticism to ethics, metaphysics, cosmology and politics. The
Convivio is a work which bursts with ideas, but ideas still in a state of
fluctuation, confusion and even contradiction: this is both its strength and its
weakness. What Dante fails to resolve is the tension he set out to overcome for
himself and his potential readers, between a rational, humanist, Aristotelian
world view and an idealist, Christian, Neoplatonist one.

The Convivio fully reflects the richness and complexity of Dante’s philoso-
phical quest in the early years of his exile. In terms of language and style, it is a
veritable tour de force, proving that one could treat in Italian, effectively and
beautifully, even the most arduous philosophical arguments, traditionally
believed to be the preserve of Latin.

The digression on the vernacular in the first treatise of the Convivio was
developed, probably in 1303—4, into the De vulgari elogquentia, a thoroughly
original work, planned to include at least four books and to deal with the
origins and history of language and the complete range of styles and forms
used in vernacular literature. To convince even the most conservative among
the literati of the worth of the vernacular, and at the same time to pay it the
ultimate accolade, the analysis is conducted in Latin. The treatise remained
unfinished and unpublished, probably overshadowed, like the Convivio, by the
dawning of the Commedia. Nevertheless, it is of fundamental importance both
for the history of the ‘questione della lingua’ (see below, pp. 181—5) and for
what it reveals of Dante’s perspectives on language and style.

The first book begins, astonishingly, by asserting the superiority of the
vernacular over Latin (known also as gramatica). To justify his radically
unconventional view — the opposite of what he had stated in the Convivio —
Dante traces a brief history of human language from the first word ever spoken
by Adam (rather than by Eve, as the Bible states) to the building of the Tower
of Babel and the ensuing gradual division, subdivision, and finally atomisation
of idioms which characterise present usage. Dante shows an unprecedented
grasp of the historical character of language as a living organism in continuous
evolution through time and space. Of the three closely related, Latin-derived
languages in Southern Europe (the languages of oc, oil and si), Italian (the
language of si) presents the greatest variety. However, none of its many (at
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least fourteen) dialects is in itself dignified enough to become the literary
language of Italy. Such a language already exists, not as an immanent presence
but as a transcendent paradigm to which the best Italian poets strive to
conform. It is the ‘illustrious vernacular’, a literary language free from, and
superior to, all municipalisms, and already as fixed as Latin within the ever
changing flux of local idioms: eftectively, a new gramatica.

The second book is Dante’s ars poetica. The illustrious vernacular, he writes,
is no mere form but the only language capable of reflecting the writer’s moral
and intellectual personality. Therefore, it is suitable only for the most excellent
poets seeking to express the noblest subjects: arms, love and rectitude. As to
metrical forms, the highest and most convenient for such lofty subjects, and
especially for rectitude, is the canzone. The illustrious vernacular and the
canzone are essential components of the superior ‘tragic’ style.

The major logical contradiction of the De vulgari lies in its presentation of
the illustrious vernacular as both a historical reality and a transcendent ideal.
In his search for a morally and expressively mature model of vernacular
eloquence Dante is obliged to repudiate the spoken language in favour of the
literary variety employed by the few writers — namely, the Sicilians and the
stilnovisti, himself included — who had excelled in the tragic style. He is seeking
to find one integrated solution to two discrete orders of problems concerning
language as a historical phenomenon, and language in terms of salvation
history. More specifically, Dante interprets the episode of Babel as the crucial
second Fall through which humanity irreparably lost its linguistic paradise.
After Babel, all the vernaculars became themselves fallen, corrupt and in-
capable of fulfilling the primary function of language — universal communica-
tion. Gramatica, first as Latin and now as illustrious vernacular, represents the
only morally valid response to post-Babelic confusion: an attempt to move
back from fragmentation to unity, from the hell of individuality and incommu-
nicability to the paradise of universality and communion. Though intellectually
exciting and morally uplifting, this idea was a linguistic dead-end. The De
vulgari was interrupted in mid-sentence. More significantly, the illustrious
vernacular and the tragic style turned out to be totally inadequate when Dante
set out to write his salvation poem. It is an instance, one of many, of how
Dante’s mind was always ahead of his own experimentation — at least until he
successfully attempted that all-inclusive enterprise towards which all his
experiments tended and beyond which no further experiment was possible.

The Convivio and the De vulgari eloquentia contain a store of information
of the utmost importance for our understanding of Dante’s intellectual evolu-
tion. Yet they are works which Dante never completed, revised or published.
In Dante’s mind, they may well have been entirely superseded by the
Commedia in which we find them substantially and repeatedly contradicted.
The great poem was like an earthquake in Dante’s life. It caused his own final
revision of his past: principally, the rejection of the double project Convivio/
De vulgari, and probably the writing of a new ending for the Vita Nuova. The
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cluster of critical problems surrounding the sequence Vita Nuova—Convivio/
De vulgari-Commedia is likely to be the result of Dante’s attempt to rewrite
his past in order to endow his public figure with a unified sense of purpose, a
teleology which would prove the extraordinary nature of his artistic calling.

The last Rime

During the first years of his exile, Dante also composed some important lyrics
characterised by a strong moral content. The language remains that of love
poetry, but is now used to convey the poet’s ideals of public justice and
morality. Dante presents himself as the poet of rectitude, contrasting his own
scornful solitude with the disorder, violence and corruption that prevail in
society. In Tre donne intorno al cor mi son venute (“Three women have come
round my heart’) — a canzone which was to be commented on in the last,
never-written, treatise of the Convivio — the three women personifying divine
justice, human justice and the law are exiled from a world that has banned all
virtue, and the poet, listening to their ‘divine speech’, ‘counts as an honour the
exile imposed on him’ (‘I’essilio che m’é dato, onor mi tegno’). Clearly, Dante
begins here to view his personal predicament as both emblematic and sympto-
matic of a crisis affecting the whole world.

Monarchia

The relationship between Church and Empire was a major problem in Italian
history, and one very acutely felt from the eleventh century onwards. Though
it gave rise to many polemical tracts, the question was far from academic,
having often involved the two institutions, more or less directly, in open
warfare. In the overlapping of temporal and spiritual powers Dante saw one of
the principal roots of the social and moral degeneration which afflicted
contemporary life. He keenly opposed the Church holding or exercising any
temporal power at all — something which had become prevalent, especially
after the death of the Emperor Frederick II in 1250. Hence his siding with the
White Guelfs against the interference of Pope Boniface VIII.

Dante elaborated his views on politics in a Latin treatise entitled Monarchia,
though when exactly is a crucial and much-debated question that affects the
interpretation of the work itself. There are at least three proposed dates: 1308,
1311-13, and post-1316, the third being philologically the most likely.

The treatise is in three books. Book 1 argues on philosophical grounds the
necessity of a universal monarchy for the fulfilment of all human potentialities
in the fields of both action and contemplation. This fulfilment is the supreme
purpose of civilisation, and can be achieved on the sole condition that the
entire world lives in peace: a peace which only a supreme all-powerful
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monarch can guarantee by impartially administering justice, favouring
harmony, and allowing the exercise of individual freedom. Book 11 seeks to
prove historically that the Roman people are the legitimate holders of universal
power and Rome this power’s proper, divinely ordained seat (accordingly, this
is also the book where the classics are most often quoted, especially Virgil as
the poet of justice). The events of Roman history are treated by Dante in the
same way as the events of the Old Testament, that is, as the expression of
God’s will. The unification of the ancient world under Rome, he argues, was
providentially willed so that the sacrifice of Christ should be undertaken by a
universal authority, and its fruits benefit the whole of humanity.

Book 111 deals with the question of the relationship between Church and
Empire, a theological minefield which one crossed only at great personal risk.
Dante did not flinch or compromise, systematically demolishing all arguments
in favour of ecclesiastical property and jurisdiction. He particularly refuted the
idea that God wanted imperial authority to be subordinated to papal, and
challenged the Donation of Constantine, a document forged between the
eighth and ninth century — as Lorenzo Valla later showed (see below, pp.
140-2) — claiming to be the official act by which the Emperor Constantine
granted imperial power to the Pope. Dante did not doubt its authenticity, but
he denied it juridical validity: on the one hand, he argued, the Emperor could
not give away or divide the Empire, for he had been ordained by God in order
to preserve its integrity; on the other, the Pope could not receive it, for Christ
had ordered him to live in total poverty. For Dante, both imperial and papal
authorities derived directly from God. The former’s proper function was to
lead humanity to earthly happiness through philosophical teaching; the latter’s
was to lead it to heavenly glory through the teaching of Revelation. The two
authorities, and their respective jurisdictions, were complementary but entirely
discrete.

The Monarchia is sustained throughout by Dante’s firm belief in the unity of
society and creation; though based on a scholastic approach and mode of
argumentation, it is fired by a genuine political and religious passion. The
critical problem is whether or not it is to be interpreted as an early example of
a modern, lay conception of the State. The question concerns Dante’s
intentions, and neither the Monarchia nor the Commedia, with its impassioned
treatment of politics, can elucidate them. However, there are some documents
which unambiguously illustrate Dante’s ideological stance between 1310 and
1314. These are the letters which he wrote on the occasion of Henry VII’s
descent into Italy and for the election of Pope Clement’s successor.

The political letters

In 1310 Dante’s hopes of returning to Florence were abruptly rekindled.
Henry VII of Luxembourg was on his way to Rome, invited by the Gascon
Pope Clement V to be crowned Holy Roman Emperor, take possession of his
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Italian lands, and put a stop to the peninsula’s endemic factionalism. For
Dante, this represented the only possible solution to both the Italian crisis and
his personal predicament. But Henry was indecisive, and although such
Ghibelline cities as Milan and Verona welcomed him, others, especially
Florence, fiercely resisted the prospect of losing their autonomy.

Dante entered the fray by writing public letters to the Princes of Italy and to
the Florentines, urging them to welcome Henry as God’s envoy, and to the
Emperor exhorting him to strike at Florence, the heart of the enemy camp.
While Henry hesitated, the Pope switched sides, allying himself with Robert of
Anjou, King of Naples, and with the Black Guelfs. When it was finally
mounted, the siege of Florence (September 1312) was a fiasco for Henry and
the imperial cause. Dante left Tuscany before it ended, and once again found
refuge at the court of the Della Scala in Verona, now ruled by the young
Cangrande. The following year, the Emperor died of malaria at Buonconvento,
near Siena (24 August 1313). Dante was left bitterly disappointed and without
a glimmer of hope for his own future return to Florence. His only consolation
was later to assign Henry a seat in the Rose of the Blessed (Par. xxx, 133-8),
and predict eternal damnation for the Gascon Pope who had ‘betrayed’ him
(Inf. X1X, 82—4).

The four letters just mentioned (Epistole v—vi1 and x1) are documents of
extraordinary interest, and not only as a powerful witness to the bitterness of
Dante’s exile. Written at a time when he was almost certainly composing his
Commedia, they enable us to observe Dante as he engages directly with a
historical situation involving Florence, the Church and the Empire; they
exemplify how he responds in real life to the moral and intellectual dilemmas
which he so compellingly and obsessively feeds into his poetry.

The ideas which Dante foregrounds in his letters are not substantially
different from those of the Monarchia. Yet here Dante abandons any attempt to
argue logically for the dualism of Church and Empire, using instead Virgil’s
writings and the Bible as sacred texts for political persuasion. From the time of
the struggles between Pope Gregory VII and Emperor Henry IV, the Church had
been invoking the authority of the Bible against all those who, like the Emperor,
attempted to check its power. Now, apparently making common cause with the
Spiritual Franciscans, the ‘apocalyptic’ agitators and other ‘heretical’ sects,
Dante turned the Bible against the Church and its acolytes. More significantly,
in doing so he affirmed that the State was not a lay but a sacred institution, and
that all history, not only biblical and Roman, was sacred history. Henry VII was
the rightful owner of everything on earth, ‘the shepherd descended from Hector’
(v, 17), a new Messiah, another Moses ‘who shall deliver his people from the
oppression of the Egyptians’ (v, 4). He was Italy’s bridegroom, ‘hastening to the
wedding’ (v, §); a new Augustus who ‘shall take vengeance for the evil deeds of
the backsliders, and pursue them even unto Thessaly, the Thessaly of utter
annihilation’ (v, 10).
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And what of Florence? Dante identified the city that had exiled him as the
root of all evil and rebellion, a new Babylon, the arrogant slave of cupidity:

She is the viper that turns against the vitals of her own mother; she is the sick sheep
that infects the flock of her lord with her contagion; she is the abandoned and
unnatural Myrrha, inflamed with passion for the embraces of her father Cinyras; she
is the passionate Amata, who, rejecting the fated marriage, did not shrink from
claiming for herself a son-in-law whom the fates denied her, but in her madness urged
him to battle, and at the last, in expiation for her evil designs, hanged herself in the
noose.

(vi1, 24; Toynbee, vi1, 7)

Nor did Henry’s failure and death temper the poet’s wholehearted faith in his
Utopia. When, in the spring of 1314, the Cardinals gathered in conclave at
Carpentras to elect a successor to the defunct Clement, Dante wrote yet
another letter pleading for the speedy election of an Italian Pope. This letter,
too, was steeped in biblical allusions. It started with the opening verse of the
Lamentations which, significantly, the poet had used twenty years earlier to
describe Florence after the death of Beatrice. Now it was Rome which, like
Jerusalem after her fall, sat solitary, ‘a widow that was great among the
nations’. Deprived of her two luminaries (both the Emperor and the Pope were
dead, and in any case the Holy See had been transferred to Avignon under
Clement V), she moved to pity even the infidels who believed that her fate was
decreed by the heavens. On the contrary, it was the result of choices which the
Cardinals themselves had made out of sheer greed. ‘You’, Dante writes directly
addressing them,

who are as it were the centurions of the front rank of the Church militant, neglecting
to guide the chariot of the Spouse of the Crucified along the track which lay before
you, have gone astray from the track, no otherwise than as the false charioteer
Phaéthon. And you, whose duty it was to enlighten the flock that follows you through
the forest on its pilgrimage here below, have brought it along with yourselves to the
verge of the precipice.

(x1, 5; Toynbee, viii, 4)

Dante concluded urging the Cardinals to return to the right track and fight
manfully for the Spouse of Christ, for Rome, for Italy and for the whole world
in pilgrimage on earth. But again his pleas were not heeded. The Carpentras
conclave lasted two more years and produced a new French Pope, John XXII,
while the Papal See remained at Avignon until 1377. The irony of it all is that
this was happening in the context of France’s successful drive towards national
independence from both Rome and the Empire, a development which Dante
vehemently opposed, for it frustrated his hope of seeing universal monarchy
restored. And here lies what may be the major contradiction inherent in
Dante’s Christian fundamentalism: the separation of temporal from spiritual
power, which he greatly desired for the benefit of all humanity, was possible
only on condition that the State asserted its own lay nature, precisely as

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



54 The Trecento

Florence and France were doing, an assertion totally alien to Dante’s world
View.

The amnesty

The period which Dante spent at the court of Cangrande della Scala between
late 1312 and (probably) 1318 was the longest and quietest he enjoyed
anywhere during his twenty years of exile. Verona was the most congenial
environment Dante could find in Italy, and Cangrande a staunch Ghibelline
and Imperial Vicar, a title which he refused to relinquish even after Henry’s
death — thus gaining for himself excommunication by Pope John XXII. This
situation perhaps strengthened Dante’s resolve when, in 1315, he refused to
take advantage of the amnesty which Florence offered him on condition that
he pay a light fine and acknowledge his guilt. Writing to a friend in Florence,
who had probably worked hard to obtain his recall, the poet explained his
decision in fiery words:

This, then, is the gracious recall of Dante Alighieri to his native city, after the miseries
of well-nigh fifteen years of exile! This is the reward of innocence manifest to all the
world, and of the sweat and toil of unremitting study! Far be from a familiar of
philosophy such a senseless act of abasement [...]! Far be it from the preacher of
justice, after suffering wrong, to pay of his money to those that wronged him [...}!
No! [...] not by this path will I return to my native city. If some other can be found,
in the first place by yourself and thereafter by others, which does not derogate from
the fame and honour of Dante, that will I tread with no lagging steps. But if by no
such path Florence may be entered, then will I enter Florence never. What! can I not
anywhere gaze upon the face of the sun and the stars? can I not under any sky
contemplate the most precious truths, without I first return to Florence, disgraced, nay
dishonoured, in the eyes of my fellow-citizens? Assuredly bread will not fail me!

(Ep. x11, 5—9; Toynbee, 1x, 3—4)

Behind these words is the poet of justice and rectitude, the poet who, in those
very years, was completing the Purgatorio and setting out on the waters ‘never
sailed before’ of the Paradiso. How could he submit to the indignity of the
Florentine ‘pardon’ without making a mockery of his poema sacro, that is, of
everything he believed in and stood for?

The Commedia

We do not and probably never will know what was the spark which ignited
the fire of the great poem. Behind it lie undoubtedly Dante’s encyclopaedic
knowledge and his personal experiences of love, politics and exile. But there is
more. The Commedia is a summa of medieval culture, a synthesis of all facets
of reality as an integral whole — earthly and heavenly, physical and spiritual,
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natural and historical, cultural and ethical. This synthesis was conceived and
achieved just as, and because, the ideological and historical premises that
underpinned it were manifestly failing, and the unity of the medieval world
was irreversibly breaking up under the pressure of historical forces superior to
any individual will. Dante perhaps dreamed that his poem would somehow
reverse this irresistible process of disintegration; we assume he did not see that
such a poem was possible only because the battle it waged was already lost.
Such untimely vision is not uncommon among great thinkers. What is unique
to Dante is that it was achieved by means of a poetry which may claim to be
unrivalled in the history of Western literature.

Dante confronted in the Commedia a knot of problems which deeply
affected European civilisation at the end of the Middle Ages: the relation
between sensual and spiritual love, between reason and faith, between morality
and politics, between the individual and society, between God’s will and
human freedom, between this life and the life beyond. These are problems
which, albeit in different forms, belong to any age. The solutions that the
Commedia offers to each and all of them may not seem of pressing concern to
us today; however, the vigour and lucidity with which it identifies and
illuminates them, exposing their effects in the concrete experience of indivi-
duals and communities, has preserved their significance intact across the ages.

Birth of a ‘comedy’

The Commedia claims to be the true account of a journey through Hell,
Purgatory and Paradise which the poet Dante undertook, by the explicit will of
God and through the intercession of his beloved Beatrice, when he was thirty-
five years of age in the year 1300 — a year of crucial significance not only in
marking the beginning of a new century and the first Holy Year declared by
Pope Boniface VIII, but also a year when, for Dante, humanity was deprived of
its two leaders, the Pope and the Emperor. The journey starts on the night of
Good Friday and ends a week later, coinciding thus with the liturgical
recurrence of Christ’s passion, death and resurrection. It leads to the salvation
of its protagonist and to the making of a ‘sacred poem’ whose purpose is the
salvation of the whole world.

The story begins abruptly, with a directness that is the hallmark of its
author. Having reached the middle point in the journey of our life (tradition-
ally said to last seventy years), Dante finds himself in a dark forest. We are not
told how he got there, nor does he seem to know. Yet the situation is real
enough; the forest so ‘selvaggia e aspra e forte’ (savage and harsh and dense),
that the mere thought of it still terrifies him. From its very beginning, the poem
forces us to visualise simultaneously, and as equally true, two separate stages
in Dante’s life, two kinds of ‘present’: the stage of the journey, or the present of
the narrative; and the stage of its account, or the present of the narrator who
has accomplished the journey.
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As he recounts his extraordinary experience, the narrator often interjects,
reflecting and commenting on it and on his present efforts to equate his words
with it. Indeed, one of the most striking features of the Commedia is that it not
only narrates a story, but contains within itself the story of its making. The
point where it comes closest to releasing the secret of its origin is perhaps in the
Earthly Paradise when Dante meets Beatrice at the centre of a symbolic
pageant representing the history of the world, past, present and future (Purg.
xx1x-xxxi111). This Beatrice is the same miraculous woman of the Vita Nuova,
but with a major difference. She is no longer a symbol, but the reality of herself
ten years after her death in Florence. She is a Beatrice who has now grown
through Dante’s experiences to the point that she has become his active
conscience. This is why she can trace Dante’s itinerary from the times of the
Vita Nuova to the present; she can shed light on that dark hole from which he
emerges at the beginning of the poem. Beatrice says that after she died, Dante
forgot her, sinking into such moral and intellectual dissipation that it brought
him to the brink of spiritual death. The only way to save him was to send him
on the journey which he is now making.

The story of Dante’s salvation, as told by Beatrice, is a mise en abime of
Dante’s journey in the Commedia and of the story of universal salvation as
synthesised in the pageant. There are no loose ends to this knot. Dante’s
reunion with Beatrice at Easter time 1300 re-enacts the union of Christ with
his Church as represented in the pageant by the Griffin who draws the chariot
to the great tree. The pattern of these events is provided by the biblical
narrative of the Song of Songs. It is this timeless pattern that gives meaning
both to the individual life of Dante and to the history of humanity as a whole.
As a result of his meeting with Beatrice, Dante’s life is renewed, just as the dead
tree is revived by the touch of the Griffin. Paradise is now opened to him, as it
was opened to humanity by the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, and is ritually opened
again now at Easter time 1300. Suddenly, the pattern of Dante’s life, like that
of historical man on earth, is transformed from tragedy to comedy.

The title Commedia — the adjective divina, employed by Boccaccio, was
added to the title only in 1555 — puzzled and shocked many of Dante’s
Trecento readers; it is indeed so original that its motivation and meaning are
still a matter of controversy. The most widely held opinion is that it was meant
to refer to the composite nature of the poem, which mixes different and
traditionally incompatible themes and registers, the basest and loftiest subjects,
imagery and language. No doubt this is correct. However, its original motiva-
tion may not only be of a rhetorical nature. The title given in the manuscript
tradition and in the Epistle to Cangrande is Comedia Dantis Alagberii,
florentini natione sed non moribus (‘Comedy of Dante Alighieri, a Florentine
by Birth not by Conduct’), a title which blends the reality of objective
experience with that of its narration, Dante the character with Dante the
narrator and the man. Quite simply, the poem is called a ‘comedy’ because it
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narrates Dante’s salvation — an experience which is ‘comic’ in the medieval
sense that it leads to a happy conclusion. Hell and Paradise, the beginning and
the end of the poem, are thus already included in the title itself.

Around 1306-7, just as he seems to be overwhelmed by his vicissitudes,
Dante discovers that he is, after all, a winner — otherwise, his all-encompassing
Christian view of the world would make no sense. But if it has sense, then it
applies to everyone. Dante’s crisis is the crisis of the whole world around him;
if he found himself lost in the dark forest, it is because the whole world,
deprived of its leaders, has, like him, gone astray. But if he can be saved, the
whole world can, too. When Christ dies on the cross, His defeat is His victory;
the cross becomes the sign of His triumph. After that event no Christian soul
need fear misfortune or even death; no destiny need be tragic. This intuition is
so overwhelming that Dante abandons all his previous literary projects: what
is at stake now is the salvation of the world.

Composition and early diffusion

When did Dante begin his masterpiece? The consensus among modern scholars
is that composition began in 1306—8. There is evidence that the three cantiche
were released separately, one after the other, as they were completed: the
Inferno after 1309, the Purgatorio after 1313, and the Paradiso in the last two
or three years of the poet’s life. Between the ‘publication’ of the Inferno and
that of the Paradiso there was a gap of eight to ten years.

There are no signs that the poet ever modified or rewrote any parts of his
poem after their initial release, though he might well have revised them
previously. This is a most remarkable fact, given the range, complexity,
internal cross-referencing, and near total consistency of the narrative as a
whole. The entire poem, from beginning to end, must have been in Dante’s
mind as he set down in writing each canto. If we accept his fundamental claim,
what was at stake in the poem was nothing less than the eternal destiny of his
fellow men and women: real people, some of whom he had met, known and
loved, or heard about from those who had. Yet every line was written once
and forever, and so was every destiny. Dante never changed his mind. As a
judge, he knew neither doubt nor second thoughts; he conceded no appeal.

The poem was widely read as soon as it, or parts of it, became available to
the public. After the poet died, it became the object of learned glosses and
commentaries, in Latin as well as Italian (see below, p. 125), receiving the sort
of attention normally reserved for Scripture and a few classics. Dante himself
probably inaugurated this tradition by writing in 1316, or soon thereafter, the
Epistle to Cangrande della Scala. This is a letter in Latin — whose authenticity
is still disputed — with which the poet elucidates important aspects of the whole
poem, and dedicates the Paradiso to his illustrious patron and host, the Lord
of Verona.
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Formal organisation and language

The metrical and narrative structure of the Commedia is based on numerical
symmetries which are meant to mirror the unity and symmetry of the universe
itself. The poem is divided into three cantiche (the term itself is probably a
reminiscence of the Song of Songs) which are in turn subdivided in canti. As
there are thirty-four canti in the Inferno (the first serves as general prologue)
and thirty-three each in Purgatorio and Paradiso, their total is one hundred, a
perfect number. The canti are made up on average of just under fifty stanzas of
three hendecasyllables each, called terzine. In this metrical form the first and
third hendecasyllable rhyme with each other and the second introduces a new
rhyme which in turn frames the following terzina with a forward movement
that halts only at the end of each canto. In creating this original triadic
structure, the poet was not only devising a powerful narrative machine, but
imitating God’s way of writing.

The nature of Dante’s new work dictated the language in which it was to be
written. As a Christian epic and a serious eschatological poem, it would have
been normal, if not mandatory at the time, to write it in Latin. However, for
Dante, the Commedia was itself inherently ‘vernacular’, just as the sermo of
Scripture was inherently humilis. The choice was ideologically, rather than
rhetorically, determined. As a poem of salvation, his Comedia would surpass
Virgil’s ‘alta tragedia’ which, lacking the message and model of Scripture,
could never be a ‘sacred poem’. It would also achieve by itself what the Vita
Nuova and the Convivio, with their mixture of verse and prose, and the De
vulgari eloquentia, with its highly wrought Latin, had together failed to
deliver: the discovery and revelation of a universal and timeless system of
truths.

The language of the Commedia still impresses the reader as prodigious in
range, energy and sophistication. Breaking all conventions, Dante extends
enormously the ‘comic’ register, borrowing freely, even inventing, according to
his expressive needs. His experimental vein now reaches full maturity without
losing any freshness and originality. The vocabulary is gathered from a wide
variety of sources, both written and spoken: Latin, Tuscan, Provengal, French,
as well as Northern Italian dialects. The language of science (astronomy,
physics, geometry, optics, medicine, philosophy, theology, etc.) coexists with
that of the street, the kitchen and the stable; the sophisticated dispute of the
university classroom with the quick repartee of the piazza; the sweet sounds of
the stilnovo with the harsh and grating syllables of the rime petrose. This
extraordinary linguistic eclecticism is constantly kept in check by Dante’s
rhetorical consciousness.

With the Commedia, the Italian vernacular comes of age, and simulta-
neously surpasses all other Romance languages, establishing a supremacy that
will remain unchallenged at least until the Cinquecento.
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Allegory and realism

The Commedia’s claim to truth radically distinguishes it from the medieval
genre of visions and allegorical journeys to which it superficially belongs. But
above all it guarantees its absolute exemplarity, for the truer the individual
experience, the more effective it must be as an exemplum. This applies not only
to Dante, the poet-protagonist, but also, with a few clearly signposted
exceptions, to all the events he witnesses and the characters he meets in the
course of his journey, starting from his three guides: Virgil, the Roman poet of
the Aeneid, who leads him through Hell and Purgatory; Beatrice, who
accompanies him through the nine heavens of Paradise; and St Bernard of
Clairvaux, the writer and mystic (1091-1153), who leads him to the final
vision of God in the Empyrean.

For Dante, as indeed for any Christian believer, death is not the end of life,
but the beginning of a new immortal life in which every individual soul
(immediately in Hell and Paradise, and at the end of purgation in Purgatory)
achieves its ultimate reality, its definitive state of being. It is this ultimate and
unchanging reality, in which all the souls are fixed forever in the contempor-
aneity of eternity, that Dante claims to have visited and to be describing.

There is therefore little in the Commedia that can be read as conventional
allegory, where the literal meaning is no more than a beautiful lie, and the
‘real’ meaning is other, to be discovered only by decoding the text according to
its in-built cultural code. Dante does occasionally employ this type of allegory.
For instance, the three beasts which, at the beginning of the poem, prevent him
from climbing the hill are not meant to have a reality of their own, but to be
symbols of lust, pride and greed. But this is allegoria in verbis or ‘allegory of
the poets’, no more than a rhetorical device and a literary technique, while the
basic allegory of the Commedia is the allegoria in factis or ‘allegory of the
theologians’, which is nothing less than a way of understanding reality in all its
interconnected multiple meanings. Such allegory is based on the Christian
notion — a commonplace in medieval thought — that all objects, people and
events in space and time, besides signifying themselves in their objective reality,
are also signs of the providential design that has created them. ‘The world is a
book written by the finger of God’, wrote Hugh of St Victor in the twelfth
century. And as he gazes through ‘the eternal light’ in the Empyrean, Dante
sees the truth of this analogy (Par. xxxi11, 8 5—7):

Nel suo profondo vidi che s’interna,
legato con amore in un volume,
cio che per I'universo si squaderna

(In its depth I saw that it contains, bound by love in one volume, that which is
scattered in leaves through the universe.)

But God is also the author of another book, the book par excellence that is
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the Bible, the book which reveals His working in the history of humanity.
According to the Fathers of the Church, the events of the Old Testament were
real, they had actually occurred, while at the same time they prefigured (they
were ‘figures’ or ‘types of’) events which were to occur later in the New
Testament. The subsequent events gave meaning and substance to the former,
they were their fulfilment. Thus Adam and Eve were seen as ‘figures’ of Christ
and the Church, and Abraham and Isaac as ‘figures’ of God and Christ. In
their turn, certain events, characters and even parables of the New Testament
were figurally related to the foundation and life of the Church, as Militant in
this world and Triumphant in the next. The historical event which motivated
and verified this conception of history was the incarnation of Jesus Christ, the
son of God. That single, essential event gave a rationale to everything that had
happened before and was to happen later, including Christ’s second coming.
Thanks to it, nothing in history appeared meaningless; history was the
temporal fulfilment of God’s extratemporal design.

Figural allegory teaches the hidden network of relations that exists between
apparently unrelated events. In Dante’s hands, this approach to reality
preserves the irreducible individuality of persons while revealing their position
in the divine scheme. Thanks to it, reality becomes more, not less, meaningful,
and this applies especially to the reality of the afterlife. The state of the souls
after death is the fulfilment of their lives on earth. Virgil is not Reason, and
Beatrice is not Theology: they are both the final fulfilment of their historical
selves; not personifications of abstract qualities, but what they have become at
the end of their journeys, one in Limbo and the other in Heaven. The same is
generally true of the many characters whom Dante meets in the three realms of
the afterlife. Nevertheless, there is much that can be learned from the journeys,
now completed, of these characters. Like Dante the character, they are
examples which can guide the readers of the poem who are still in via, and can
thereby determine their eternal destinies in a kind of moral allegory which
coexists in the Commedia along with figural allegory.

Dante’s journey

Adam and Eve were created to replace the fallen angels. Placed originally in the
Earthly Paradise, they were driven out after the Fall and forced to live and
suffer all the consequences of mortality on earth. History began then, as an
effort on the part of humanity to recapture its original Paradise, to wind time
back — something which only Christ’s incarnation made actually possible. The
Commedia shows how this can be done, and what awaits us if we fail in this
effort.

Dante’s universe is a moral, as much as a physical, reality. At its centre
stands, motionless, the earth. All the land is in the northern hemisphere
between the delta of the Ganges and the Pillars of Hercules (Straits of
Gibraltar); the mid-point between these two boundaries is Jerusalem. The
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southern hemisphere is completely covered by water, except for the mountain
of Purgatory.

Dante’s Hell is in the shape of a huge funnel, located below the surface of
the northern hemisphere and extending to the centre of the earth. It is divided
into the Antinferno and nine concentric circles, sloping down towards the
bottom. Here, most remote from God, is Lucifer. His fall from the Empyrean
caused the earth to recoil in horror, making the chasm of Hell and, in the
southern hemisphere, the mountain of Purgatory which stands in the shape of
a cone at the antipodes of Jerusalem. This, topographically Dante’s original
creation, is divided into seven terraces, preceded by the Ante-Purgatory and
followed, at the top, by the Earthly Paradise. Nine concentric, diaphanous
spheres rotate around the earth, one for each of the seven planets (Moon,
Mercury, Venus, Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn) plus one for the Fixed Stars and
one for the Primum Mobile, the invisible heaven which, taking its motion
directly from the Love of God, communicates it to the planets below. Beyond
the Primum Mobile is the Empyrean, the space of absolute rest, which contains
everything and is contained by nothing. Dante’s journey, therefore, takes him
across the entire universe, from the centre of the earth to the Empyrean. But it
also takes him back to where time began.

The structural correspondence between the three realms of the afterlife
allows the poet to organise his three cantiche with a high degree of symmetry.
This symmetry, however, is not presented as an arbitrary choice on his part,
but as an objective necessity of the subject-matter itself, a mirror of the reality
of the afterlife. The topography of the three realms appears to Dante-the-
character as the objective manifestation of the ethical system according to
which they are inhabited.

The moral system of Dante’s Inferno is based on a broadly Aristotelian-
Ciceronian scheme, but with variations that depend on other traditions. After
the Neutrals, who are rejected by both Satan and God, and the Virtuous
Pagans who inhabit the first circle (Limbo), the damned are distributed from
the top to the bottom of the funnel in precise relation to the increasing gravity
of their sins, beginning with the Incontinent who were unable to control their
instincts, and proceeding through the Heretics, the Violent and the Fraudulent
to the worst sinners of all, the Traitors. At the bottom of the pit, Lucifer chews
in his three mouths the worst traitors ever known to humankind: Judas who
betrayed Christ, and Brutus and Cassius who betrayed the Empire in the
person of Julius Caesar.

In the Purgatorio the excommunicate, the lethargic, the late repentants, and
the negligent rulers wait at the foot of the mountain until they may begin their
purification. Purgatory proper is structured on the traditional ordering of the
seven capital sins. When the penitents reach it, they are made to progress
through its seven terraces, spending more or less time in each one of them
according to the degree of their guilt in respect of each sinful disposition. The
seven faults are therefore rectified from the bottom to the top of the mountain
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according to their decreasing weight. The first three (pride, envy and wrath)
are a perversion of love; the fourth (sloth) is a sign of defective love; the last
three (avarice, gluttony, and lust) represent excessive love. On the top of the
mountain, as we have seen, is Earthly Paradise where human history began.

In the Paradiso, though they all reside in the Empyrean, the blessed appear
to Dante, from sphere to sphere, gradually closer to God according to their
capacity to see Him and partake of His bliss. In the Moon are those who were
forced to break their vows, in Mercury the seekers of glory, in Venus the
lovers, in the Sun the theologians, in Mars the martyrs and crusaders, in
Jupiter the righteous rulers, and in Saturn the contemplatives. In the Fixed
Stars Dante sees the Church Triumphant, and in the Primum Mobile the
Angelic Orders. This distribution is reflected in the Mystical Rose in the
Empyrean, where the blessed sit beyond space and time, yet paradoxically still
more or less close to God. This is also where Dante’s journey ends.

Myth and history

The landscape of Dante’s Hell is extremely varied. Natural obstacles separate
its major divisions, often doubling up as penal places: the river Acheron; the
marshes of the Styx; the walls of the City of Dis; the river Phlegethon; the
sheer, precipitous bank of the eighth circle, known as Malebolge (evil
moats), etc. All circles have guardians and torturers — mythological monsters
which embody in essence the moral features of the sinners they rule over and
torment: Charon ferries the souls across the Acheron; Minos assigns them to
their proper places; Cerberus flays and rends the Gluttonous; the Gorgon
and the Furies guard the walls of the City of Dis, and so forth. Only the
devils of the fifth moat of Malebolge, collectively called ‘Malebranche’,
belong to the Christian tradition. Most of the other demons, like the
topography of Hell generally, are derived from classical sources, especially
Virgil’s Aeneid. Nevertheless, they are no mere ornamental device. Dante
transforms the fables of the classical past into organic components of the
Christian afterlife revealing the full meanings of old forms by realising and
fulfilling them in the new.

The same holds for the classical figures who appear in Inferno. By and large,
Dante’s characters belong to his own times; most of them are Florentine or
Tuscan. However, he also discusses Aeneas and St Paul as though both were
historical personages. Next to Francesca da Rimini (murdered by her husband
c. 1285) he places Dido and Helen of Troy; next to the modern condottiere,
Guido da Montefeltro (1220?—98), he places Ulysses and Diomedes. All events
and characters — mythological, legendary, historical — become equally real and
contemporary in Dante’s afterlife. And the reason for this is not his lack of
historical perspective, but his belief in an eschatology to which history itself is
subservient.

The souls Dante meets in Purgatory are almost exclusively drawn from
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recent history. They are friends of his like Casella, Belacqua and Forese
Donati; poets like Bonagiunta, Guido Guinizzelli and Arnaut Daniel; kings like
Hugh Capet and Manfred, and Popes like Hadrian V. The major exception to
this rule is Cato, the ancient Roman who, rather than submit to Caesar and
lose republican freedom, chose suicide in Utica. His love of freedom, greater
even than his love of life, made him guardian of that Christian freedom which
now Dante, like all the purging souls, seeks in Purgatory.

In the Paradiso, in the gigantic, luminous cross suspended in the Heaven of
Mars, Dante sees congregated Charlemagne, Roland, Count William of
Orange and Renouard, a legendary Saracen (Par. xvii1, 43-8); and in the eye
of the Eagle in the Heaven of Jupiter, together with the Emperor Constantine
and the King of Sicily William the Good, he is shown a Trojan warrior by the
name of Ripheus (Par. xx, 67—9), whom Virgil barely mentions in Aeneid 11.
Nothing and no one escapes the all-inclusive Christian myth of Dante’s
Commedia.

Dante greatly admires the ancient world: in the Roman Empire he sees a
model of reason and justice, the indispensable vehicle of God’s redemptive
plan. Yet that world cannot be saved, for it lacked divine Grace. The character
of Virgil is the best illustration of this tragic destiny.

For Dante, as for his contemporaries, Virgil’s Aeneid foreshadowed the
Christian message, and his fourth eclogue prophesied the coming of Christ. In
the Commedia, the Latin poet is appointed to guide Dante through Hell and
Purgatory, leading him, like a father, through all the hurdles of the journey
and, like a master, through all the problems that human reason can solve.
However, once they reach Earthly Paradise, Virgil must go back to Limbo: he
is not, and never will be, allowed to reach beyond. Virgil’s tragic destiny is
underlined by Statius, the other Latin poet who, on his way to Paradise,
declares that he owes both his art and his salvation to Virgil’s poetry (‘Per te
poeta fui, per te cristiano’ (Through you I was a poet, through you a Christian,
Purg. xxi1, 73). Like one who goes by night carrying the light behind him,
Virgil lit the way for those who followed him, but he walked in the dark. His
figure is a memorable and moving symbol of a humanity in every respect
perfect, but deprived of Grace: Dante’s Christianisation of history and
mythology entails their subjection to the rigours, and the unfathomable ways,
of Christian justice.

The contrapasso

Christian justice operates throughout Dante’s afterlife ensuring that nothing in
it is gratuitous or arbitrary. Assigning every soul to its appropriate place is the
rigorous law of contrapasso (Inf. xxvii1, 142), a retributive principle whereby
everyone must suffer in the afterlife according to the sin he or she has
committed on earth. This suffering is retributive and eternal in Hell, whilst in
Purgatory it is remedial and temporary. In Paradise, too, the situation of the
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blessed is closely related to their earthly behaviour: by appearing in different
spheres, they are shown to receive the quality and measure of reward
appropriate to each of them. Thus God’s justice is done, and is seen to be done,
in all three realms of the afterlife.

The contrapasso is not Dante’s invention. What distinguishes its appearance
in the Commedia is that it functions not merely as a form of divine revenge,
but rather as the fulfilment of a destiny freely chosen by each soul during his or
her life. Thus, in Dante’s afterlife, far from being cancelled, diminished or even
altered, the historical identity of each soul is revealed in its very essence and so
is intensified. Each individual is fixed in the other world as he or she really was,
beneath all appearances, in this. In Hell the damned are forever petrified in the
particular act, thought or attitude that defined them in life. In Purgatory the
penitent continue and fulfil the process of repentance they began on earth. In
Paradise the blessed enjoy the measure of happiness appropriate to the merits
and capacity which characterised them while living. Thus, in Dante’s hands,
the contrapasso works simultaneously as an instrument of justice and a
powerful narrative device.

Dante-the-character among the dead

The Commedia is no mere catalogue of crimes and punishments, virtues and
rewards. It is a poem of ever-changing human emotions, a poem in which
human actions are explored in the infinite complexity of their public and
private, social and psychological motivations. In the darkness of Hell the
damned are whipped, bitten, crucified, burned, butchered, deformed by
repulsive diseases; they are transformed into shrubs and snakes; buried alive in
flaming graves and fixed head-first into rocky ground; immersed in mud, in
excrement, in boiling blood and pitch; frozen in ice and chewed in the mouth
of Satan. The sounds and signs of physical pain are present everywhere. What
is deeply disturbing is the relentlessness of the attitudes in which victims and
tormentors are caught by the eye of the passing visitor: the notion that the
Harpies will always bite and feed on the leaves that are the limbs of Pier della
Vigna; that Ulysses and Diomedes will never get out of their envelope of fire;
that Count Ugolino will always gnaw at the skull of Archbishop Ruggieri. It is
this implacability of God’s justice that makes the dead plead in vain for a
second, definitive death.

Nevertheless, despite their atrocious suffering, brutish nastiness and dis-
gusting cruelty, the damned remain quintessentially human, and it is with that
humanity, albeit distorted and perverted, that Dante-the-character time after
time engages. As he descends deeper in Hell, his reactions range from horror to
compassion, from terror to indignation, from pity to pitilessness. He swoons at
the tale of Francesca’s fatal love but, by will or chance, he kicks Bocca degli
Abati in the face; he delights at the torments inflicted on Filippo Argenti and
Vanni Fucci, but feels filial affection for the disfigured Brunetto Latini; he
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weeps at the sight of the Diviners, but is in awe before Farinata and Ulysses.
Inferno is a Christian exploration of the effects of sin, but also a descent into
the darkest recesses of the human soul.

In Purgatorio, as the physical and human landscapes change, the poetic
register changes, too. Like earth, Purgatory is in time, it has dawns and
sunsets, days and nights, visions and dreams. The penitents are not frozen in
their earthly individuality; they move on together, in peace with God and with
themselves, listening intently, or gazing at, or themselves voicing, examples of
virtues and vices. They suffer physical pain, of course: for example, the Proud
walk on their knees under the crushing weight of huge stones; the Envious
have their eyelids sewn up with wire; and the Wrathful walk blinded by thick
smoke. Yet their pain is internalised; its very existence ensures that it will end,
giving way to the joy of Paradise. This is why they are so eager to undertake
their purification. What they feel with much greater intensity is their distance
from God. Like a reversed nostalgia, this sense of separation and exile
characterises their ascent, transforming it into a pilgrimage towards the
heavenly home. Dante climbs the mountain with them; a pilgrim among
pilgrims, he understands and shares their memories of the past and their
longings for the future. His encounters in Purgatory often become dialogues
about art and poetry, but the thought of the earth with its horrors and
injustices is never allowed to slip too far away.

With the Paradiso Dante is proudly aware of ‘sailing waters never sailed
before’. Having placed Paradise beyond the confines of human memory and
language, what he describes is not the reality of perfect bliss, but his
experience of approaching it, the desire which propels him from the Heaven
of the Moon to the Empyrean — for the fulfilment that lies beyond that desire
is also beyond the limits of poetry. The desire for God becomes in the
Paradiso the pilgrim’s fundamental impulse and the poet’s central thematic
nucleus. The narrative devices employed in the cantica have the function of
anticipating and simultaneously delaying the final vision. In this sense Dante’s
ascent is not — not at least until its very end — an appeasement, but a constant
intellectual and emotional challenge, a struggle to reach beyond, for God’s
desirability lies in His transcendence, His power of attraction in His distance
and His absence. Conversely, it is only by deferring for thirty-three cantos the
full satisfaction of desire that the poet creates a space within which the poem
may be completed in line with the formal requirements of its overall structure.

The blessed, too, are depicted in a state of desire, but an irreducible gap
separates the visitor from the residents of this Paradise. The desire of the
blessed is constantly satisfied and constantly rekindled; they always have what
they desire, and always desire what they have. Moreover, each desires God
according to his or her own capacity to enjoy Him, thus preserving and
fulfilling in Paradise their individual earthly identity.

There are no landscapes to be described in Dante’s Heaven, only ever-
changing lights, colours, sounds, emblems and geometric figures. Nor are there
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complex characters to be explored: only blessed spirits, all absolutely happy
and fulfilled. There are disquisitions on science, ethics and theology — a hard
banquet for the inexperienced reader. Paradiso brings to fruition Dante’s
enthusiasm for philosophy, and simultaneously sets the limits beyond which
reason and intelligence cannot venture. The pilgrim’s — and the reader’s -
ascent is therefore meant to be not only emotional and spiritual, but intellec-
tual, too; Paradise is not just a mystical experience, but a process of enlight-
enment. Light is indeed the external manifestation of this internal process.
Occasionally, the pilgrim feels blinded by it, until, time after time, strengthened
by the gift of ever-increasing Grace, he surpasses his own capacity to see. This
is the long and dramatic ‘battaglia de’ debili cigli’ (struggle of the feeble
eyelids, Par. xx111, 78) that mirrors the internal, psychological drama of ever-
increasing desire.

All this does not mean that earth is forgotten in the Paradiso. Beatrice,
Justinian, St Thomas Aquinas, St Bonaventure, Cacciaguida, St Peter deplore
in the strongest terms possible the corruption of Church and Empire, of
religious orders and civil society, of individuals and communities. Indeed, it is
in the Paradiso that Dante’s journey receives its final legitimation, and that the
prophetic nature of the poem is fully claimed and sanctioned from within the
poem itself.

Politics and society

The totalising, all-encompassing nature of Dante’s world view entails that the
reality of this life is constantly recalled in and by the other, and vice versa. Life
on earth is a pilgrimage, an exile at the end of which we reach our true
destination. Whether this will be Hell or Heaven depends on the choices we
freely make while we are on our way. The vision of life beyond death is,
therefore, the key that reveals the definitive truth about the world of the living.
The souls whom Dante meets along his journey carry their memories of well-
known historical facts, or of legends and myths, or of quite private events. But
as the journey is set in 1300 and the Commedia was written later, they can also
‘prophesy’ Dante’s future as well as many events which had already occurred
when the poet was writing. The result is a dramatic and ‘truthful’ picture of
Dante’s world and times.

The profound ideological crisis that shook the thirteenth century had given
rise to a diffused feeling and fear that the end of the world was near. Many
people believed that the degeneration of humanity had reached its nadir, and
were therefore eagerly awaiting a spectacular and definitive reaffirmation of
God’s justice over the evil forces of the Antichrist. This belief gripped not only
the naive, the uncultured and the fanatics, but also mystics, like Joachim of
Fiore, and intellectuals, like the Franciscan Pietro di Giovanni Olivi who
taught at Santa Croce in Florence between 1287 and 1289. Even apart from
apocalyptic expectations, a longing for peace and justice was especially wide-
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spread in Italy, a country torn by internal struggles and in the throes of social
upheaval. As he begins his journey, Dante is lost, a victim of these troubled
times; but by the end of it he is enlightened and saved. What is more, he is
authorised, indeed instructed, to don the garb of a prophet and offer in the
Commedia a fully integrated answer to all the questions and fears of his
contemporaries.

As we have seen, for Dante the conflict of temporal interests between
Church and Empire had deprived humanity of both guides, essential to its
well-being on earth and its fulfilment in Heaven. As a consequence cupiditas,
the root of all evil, had triumphed everywhere. Possessed by an insatiable
craving for material goods and power, contemporary society had become
utterly corrupt: Popes, bishops, monks, kings, princes, barons, ordinary men
and women, communes and republics — everyone was fighting for individual
advantage and gratification. Nowhere was this more the case than in Florence,
which had become for Dante the true kingdom of cupiditas, where only the
‘accursed florin’ ruled. The depth of her depravation is hammered home in his
encounters with countless Florentines who inhabit Hell — which indeed seems
to be a province, or a penal colony, of Dante’s native city.

The political theme surfaces everywhere in the Commedia, but there are
certain strategically positioned cantos in which Dante focuses on it with
particular vehemence. It is in the central cantos of Paradiso that, using as his
mouthpiece his own ancestor Cacciaguida, Dante dissects Florentine society.
Echoing Dante’s fierce indictment of ‘la gente nova e i subiti guadagni’ (the
new people and their sudden gains, Inf. xvi, 73), Cacciaguida identifies in the
‘confusion de le persone’ (the mixture of peoples, Par. xvi, 67) and in
individual enterprise — essentially, people’s geographical and social mobility,
brought about by a rapidly evolving economic situation — the roots of the city’s
moral degeneration. This he contrasts with the social stability, the sobriety and
purity of twelfth-century Florence into which he was born. That same old
Florence is, for Dante, the ideal of a well-ordered and balanced society in
which private and public morality coincide, and all citizens, free of greed, live
and die as good men and women, in peace with their neighbours and with
God.

Cacciaguida’s Florence never existed outside Dante’s imagination: it was his
personal Utopia. However, faced with profound social and political change,
which he considered utterly negative for this and the next life alike, Dante
reacted by pointing to the past as the only possible model for the future. He
never envisaged that the present conflicts and contradictions could pave the
way for a new, more just society, nor that any movement, individual or
collective, could be good which aimed for earthly well-being independently of
humanity’s eternal destiny. In short, he could and would not contemplate the
notion of a lay society. Dante’s Christian fundamentalism was, to use a
modern term, reactionary. But it was the only answer, consistent with his
Christian beliefs, which he could give to the real suffering, the collapse of
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values and the contradictions engulfing contemporary society, while ‘progress’
was inching its way forward.

Unable to see what political forces would actually be capable of enabling a
return to the past, Dante resorts to prophecy. Many encounters with the
shades of the dead reveal God’s wrath, and prophesy His imminent revenge.
Not surprisingly, the most terrifying threats are directed at Florence, particu-
larly at Florentine women whose degenerate customs are for Dante the most
telling symptom of the present decadence (Purg. xxii1, 106-11). At the same
time, however, other voices answer his yearning for universal peace and
justice. At the beginning and the end of the earthly part of Dante’s journey,
Virgil and Beatrice prophesy the coming of a Saviour, possibly a new Emperor,
who will soon deliver the world from all evil. God’s Providence, which ensures
the happy ending of Dante’s journey, will ultimately bring about the happy
ending of the world, too. Despite its remorseless catalogue of human wicked-
ness, the Commedia, as its title implies, remains a poem of hope.

The last years

In 1318 — though again the date and the motivation behind this move are
uncertain — Dante left Verona and settled in Ravenna as a guest of Guido
Novello da Polenta. Here his family joined him, and he completed the
Paradiso; between 1319 and 1320 he wrote the Egloge to Giovanni del Virgilio
and a short scientific treatise, the Questio de aqua et terra. The Egloge are two
compositions in Latin hexameters, based on the model of Virgil’s Eclogues, in
which Dante reaffirms the dignity of vernacular poetry and politely refuses the
invitation, by the Bolognese teacher Giovanni del Virgilio, to seek glory in
Latin poetry and leave Ravenna for Bologna. The Questio is the text of a Latin
lecture, given on 20 January 1320 during a brief visit to Verona, in which he
considers the relationship between the spheres of land and water, arguing that,
due to the pull of the stars over the land, they are not concentric.

In 1321 Dante went on a mission to Venice on behalf of Guido Novello,
charged with the task of negotiating a reduction of hostilities between the
Republic and Ravenna. On his way back he caught malaria, like his friend
Cavalcanti and his Emperor Henry, and died on 13 September 1321 in
Ravenna, where he was buried.

Dante today
Dante’s oeuvre is almost seven hundred years old, but it has never been read
and investigated with more interest and enthusiasm than in our own time by

students and scholars worldwide. The questions surrounding it are as nu-
merous as ever, even if the quantity of scholarly papers, articles and books
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devoted to them is now increasing at an alarming rate. The eventual goal of
this activity is to provide a single coherent system capable of describing the
whole universe that is Dante. But, as with the universe in which we live, the
acquisition of new knowledge seems to complicate, rather than clarify, the
overall picture. The approach today is to focus on partial aspects of Dante’s
world: his language, style and poetics; his ideas on religion, morality, society,
politics, literature; his life, sources and culture; his relation to classical and
medieval literatures and to other art-forms. But perhaps even this approach is
mistaken. ‘If everything in the universe’, a physicist has said recently, ‘depends
on everything else in a fundamental way, it might be impossible to get close to
a full solution by investigating parts of the problem in isolation.” No doubt this
is true of Dante, too. It is a measure of his genius that he apprehended and
reproduced so closely the ‘book’ of the universe, as consciously to construct a
body of work as tantalising and baffling as that book itself.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



5
Boccaccio

Pamela D. Stewart

Giovanni Boccaccio entertained a lifelong friendship with his contemporary
Francesco Petrarca, which became particularly close after their meeting in
1350. His admiration for Dante was sparked very early on and lasted to the
end of his life. Unlike his two mentors, however, Boccaccio does not place his
persona at the centre of his work but rather, somewhat slyly, at the periphery.
At times he takes on the role of voyeur, as in the Caccia di Diana, and above
all in the Comedia delle ninfe fiorentine in which the author turns up
unexpectedly at the very end (XLIX, 1-6), crouching in the thick greenery
where, hidden from view, he has watched the beautiful nymphs and listened to
the tales of their joyful and charming loves. At other times, poking fun at his
envious detractors, apparently all too solicitous of his reputation and well-
being, he takes on a tone of amused self-effacement and feigned humility: ‘In
the course of my lifelong efforts to escape the fierce onslaught of those
turbulent winds [of envy], I have always made a point of going quietly and
unseen about my affairs, not only keeping to the lowlands but occasionally
directing my steps through the deepest of deep valleys’ (Dec. 1v, Intr.). More
often Boccaccio’s ubiquitous, elusive presence is entrusted to a subtle play of
allusions scattered here and there among his fictional characters, notably
Idalogo, Caleon, Fileno in Filocolo, Ibrida, Caleon in Comedia delle ninfe,
Dioneo in the Decameron, and possibly even Fiammetta (reversing the gender
roles) in Elegia di Madonna Fiammetta. Among the recurring elements of the
suggested self-portrait are birth out of wedlock to a French mother - either a
king’s daughter (Filocolo) or a widowed Parisian noblewoman (Comedia delle
ninfe) — subsequently abandoned by her lover. Thus came into being the legend
of his highborn French mother and the myth of Paris as his birthplace.

Early years

Giovanni Boccaccio was born in Tuscany between June and July of the year
1313, most probably in Florence rather than in nearby Certaldo as sometimes
suggested. His father, Boccaccino di Chelino, was a prosperous and respected
Florentine merchant, his mother a local woman, probably of humble origins,
but about whom nothing is known. Shortly before marrying Margherita de’
Mardoli around 1320, Boccaccino legally recognised his illegitimate son (‘he

70
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himself who, freely and happily, had so kindly raised me like a son, and I had
called him and still call him my parent’, Amorosa visione x1v, 42—5) and made
sure he received a good education. He had him instructed in Latin by Giovanni
di Domenico Mazzuoli da Strada (whose son Zanobi was later to be
Boccaccio’s successful rival for the post of official poet at the Angevin court in
Naples), and, with a future business career for his son in mind, saw to it that
he acquired the appropriate accounting skills. Boccaccio’s education was
continued in Naples, where, at about age thirteen, he was apprenticed to the
Bardi banking house, a Florentine firm whose Neapolitan branch had a
flourishing business lending money to King Robert. Around 1327 his father
joined him, having been appointed chamberlain to the king and one of the
three financial consultants of the Realm of Naples. The prestige and trust his
father enjoyed at court gave Boccaccio access to the charmed company of the
rich and the aristocratic.

The port city, besides being a thriving commercial centre at the crossroads
of Mediterranean trade, was also culturally important, the university as well
as the court attracting scholars, scientists, men of letters and artists from
other parts. Over thirty years later Boccaccio was to remember, in the pages
of the Genealogie deorum gentilium (‘Genealogies of the Pagan Gods’, x1v, 8
and Xxv, 6), some of the intellectuals who stimulated his youthful mind: the
Venetian scholar Paolino Minorita; the astrologist Andalo del Negro; the
scientist Paolo dell’Abaco; the erudite director of the King’s Library, Paolo
da Perugia (the library, frequented by Boccaccio, was well stocked with
French works of poetry and narrative); and the Calabrian monk Barlaam,
consultant to the royal librarian in matters pertaining to Greek and Helle-
nistic texts. (Boccaccio’s partiality for Greek-sounding names and titles goes
back to his contacts with Barlaam. Later, in 1360, he had Barlaam’s disciple,
Leonzio Pilato, installed at the University of Florence, in the first Western
chair of Greek, and housed him while the unpleasant fellow was translating
the Iliad.)

The great jurist and poet, Cino da Pistoia, close friend of both Dante and
Petrarch, must have held a particular fascination for Boccaccio, who in
1330—1 attended his lectures on the Justinian Code at the University of Naples.
Another Tuscan, also a friend of Petrarch’s, was to exercise a spiritual influence
on him: the Augustinian friar Dionigi da Borgo San Sepolcro, who was present
in Naples from the end of the 1330s until his death in 1342, called there by
King Robert for his expertise as a theologian and astrologer trained at the
Sorbonne. Even Giotto was in Naples around this time (from 1329 to ¢. 1333),
and Boccaccio, a great admirer of his, was probably familiar with the famous
Castel Nuovo frescoes (Amorosa visione 1v, 7-2.4).

It soon became apparent that Boccaccio was not cut out for a career in
banking. His father was persuaded to release him from his commercial pursuits
on condition he study canon law — a lawyer after all would be able to earn as
good a living as a merchant. But even here Boccaccio fretted at the precious
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time irremediably stolen from his true vocation, poetry. His repugnance to
moneymaking, and in particular to the idea of reaping profit from learning, is
echoed in the description in Decameron viii, 7 of the scholar Rinieri who had
gone to study in Paris ‘with the purpose, not of selling his knowledge for gain
as many people do, but of learning the reasons and causes of things’ (vi, 7,
5). After his father’s departure for France in 1332, Boccaccio dedicated himself
increasingly to humanistic studies, indulging his eclectic tastes and reading
with the consuming enthusiasm of the self-taught.

Caccia di Diana and Rime

His first fiction, Caccia di Diana (1333—4, Branca’s dating), bears the signs of
his early interests — classical mythology as well as Christian allegory — and his
veneration for Dante. It also reflects his fascination with the elegant society in
which he moved at the time. The eighteen-canto poem in terza rima takes its
lead from Dante’s lost catalogue of the sixty most beautiful women in Florence
(Vita Nuova v1, 2). Combining the serventese with the caccia genre,' it pays
homage to fifty-eight young ladies of prominent Neapolitan families and
indirectly celebrates their relatives; a fifty-ninth lady, ‘wWhom Love honours
more than any other for her lofty virtue’ (1, 46—7), remains unnamed and is the
one from whom the narrator hopes for salvation (xviii, §8). The narrator,
from his vantage point in the springtime greenery, gives an account of the
hunting exploits of the energetic and purposeful young girls directed by the
goddess Diana. At the end the virginal Diana gives way to Venus who,
alighting from a hovering cloud, transforms the slain quarry (the conquered
vices), burning on a huge bonfire, from animals into men; each young man is
bathed in the cleansing waters of the stream (the rite of baptism) then clothed
in vermilion and assigned to a young lady. Surprisingly, it turns out that the
narrator too is an animal, a stag, and he too now undergoes the same
transformation as the others and is then offered to his lady: ‘and I saw myself
offered to the Fair Lady, changed beyond doubt from a stag into a human
being and a rational creature’ (xvii, 1o~12). The theme of the miraculous
power of love and beauty will return again and again in Boccaccio’s sub-
sequent works and is central, for instance, to the Comedia delle ninfe. But even
more significant, in the Caccia di Diana, is the first evidence of Boccaccio’s flair
for mingling various literary genres and cultural traditions — a key factor in his
renewal of a whole range of literary forms.

Much of Boccaccio’s extant lyric output, his Rime, belongs to the Nea-
politan period and bears the unmistakable traces of his debt to Dante and the
stilnovisti. Boccaccio never set about making an ordered collection of his
scattered poems. Indeed, in a letter to Pietro Piccolo (1373), he says he had

The serventese was a metrical form in which successive stanzas were linked with a single rhyme;
the caccia was normally a musical composition, in canonic form and of irregular metre.
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burned his youthful verses, convinced he could never attain first place in these
endeavours, obviously because of the unparallelled perfection of Petrarch’s
lyric poetry. Whatever we may wish to make of this statement (questions have
been raised about the actual extent of the fiery destruction), Boccaccio’s
vocation is not that of a lyric poet but rather of a narrator, a vocation already
very much in evidence in the lively verse account of Diana’s hunt and amply
confirmed in the prose narrative of his Filocolo.

Filocolo

The Filocolo (1336-8, Quaglio’s dating) retells the love story of Florio and
Biancifiore (Floire and Blancheflor), retrieving it from the idle chatter of the
ignorant, the ‘fabulosi parlari degli ignoranti’ (1, 1, 25). The narrator is
commanded by his lady, Fiammetta, to record in a little book (‘picciolo
libretto’, 1, 1, 26), using the vernacular, ‘the birth, the falling in love and the
adventures’ of this exemplary pair. The work, divided into five books, turns
out to be anything but ‘little’, at least in size, with the account of the pair’s
trials and tribulations liberally interspersed with digressions (the justification
of the takeover by the foreign Angevins of the Realm of Naples, the founding
of Certaldo, the history of the Christian church, and so on). The fourth book is
the best known. Florio — or Filocolo as he calls himself upon setting out on his
wanderings to find Biancifiore, sold by his parents to Eastern merchants - is in
Naples where he joins a select group of young people who are entertaining
themselves, in a pleasant garden, by telling stories that give rise to spirited
debates on Questions of Love: a situation foreshadowing the happy brigade of
Florentine storytellers in the frame-tale of the Decameron. Indeed, tales x, 4
(Messer Gentile de’ Carisendi) and X, 5§ (Madonna Dianora) of the Decameron
are taken, with some changes, from the eleventh and fourth ‘questions’
respectively (Filocolo 1v, 67 and 31). However, Boccaccio in the Decameron
seems implicitly to mark the difference in the purpose of the storytelling by
comparison with the earlier work by having Fiammetta, at the beginning of the
sixth tale, distance herself from the kind of debates the previous two tales
(derived from the Filocolo) had provoked: ‘I have always been of the opinion
that in a gathering such as ours, we should talk in such general terms that the
meaning of what we say should never give rise to argument among us’ (Dec. X,
6, 3).

The attempt, organised by Duke Ferramonte, to distract Florio from his love
for Biancifiore (111, 11), is one of the most lively and amusing episodes in the
Filocolo. The duke enlists the help of two young girls of marvellous beauty,
instructing them to wait for Florio in the palace garden dressed as provoca-
tively as possible, and promising that whichever of them succeeds in pleasing
him most will be given to him in marriage. Attired in sheer gowns with tight-
fitting bodices designed to reveal the shape of their pretty breasts, they wait
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expectantly. Florio, attracted by the strains of their angelic singing, is over-
whelmed by their beauty. After a certain amount of erotic foreplay, just as the
young ladies think they are about to succeed in their intent, they are suddenly
repulsed and summarily invited to leave. In tears, one of them even resorts to
tearing open her bodice, but to no avail. Humiliated, without saying a word,
as the sun is setting, they return to the palace, put back on their usual clothes
and report to the duke what had happened. Then, generously rewarded by him
with gifts, they take leave and, their hopes dashed, sadly return home.
Reminiscences of this episode — almost a self-contained novella — are to be
found in the tale of King Charles the Old and Messer Neri’s two beautiful
teenage daughters (Decameron X, 6), where the deliberate and unsuccessful
attempt to seduce Florio, with its ironic overtones, is replaced by a refined
scene of unwitting and more subtle seduction to which the Old King, unlike
Florio, falls pathetically victim.

Florio and Biancifiore are finally reunited and married. Through the good
offices of the priest Ilario (who is of Greek extraction), Florio is converted to
Christianity, the religion of his beloved, along with his friends and family. At
the death of his newly converted father, Florio and Biancifiore are crowned
king and queen of Spain and live happily ever after. In the Envoy the author
addresses his ‘libretto’. Assuming a posture of humility (as we have seen, a
rhetorical device Boccaccio was to use over and again), he warns against vying
with the great epic poets of antiquity ~ Virgil, Lucan, Statius — and then
continues: ‘whoever loves with great purpose, let him follow Ovid of Sulmona,
of whose works you are a supporter. And do not be concerned to aspire to be
where the measured verses of the Florentine Dante are sung, whom you ought
to follow very reverently as a minor servant’ (v, 97, §—6). The ‘little’ book is
for his lady’s eyes only. Should others see it and voice objections, they are to be
referred to the authoritative Ilario (the same Ilario responsible for Florio’s
conversion), the first to write the story down. Thus, as the work comes to a
close, we learn that our narrator’s story is only the transcription of another’s
account: ‘in a systematic way he [Ilario] wrote down in the Greek language the
story of the young king’ (v, 96, 3).

The Filocolo is the longest and most ambitious literary project of Boccaccio’s
years in Naples, and in some respects already announces the Decameron. It is a
mixture of classical lore, Christian doctrine and history, French romance and
medieval knowledge, and precisely because of this daring contaminatio, has
been regarded as the ‘first great example of the modern European novel’.

Filostrato, Teseida and other works of the 1340s
The Filostrato (c. 1335, Branca’s dating), and the Teseida delle nozze

d’Emilia (1339—41?, Limentani’s dating), are the other main works of the
Neapolitan period. Both were composed in octave rhyme (ottava rima):
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stanzas of eight hendecasyllables (endecasillabi) rhyming ABABABCC, the inven-
tion of which is attributed to Boccaccio and which was henceforth to become
the standard form of Italian narrative poetry. Against the backdrop of the siege
of Troy, the Filostrato, a nine-book poem, tells the story of the unhappy love
of Troilo for Criseida (the title in Boccaccio’s shaky Greek etymology is meant
to signify ‘the man vanquished and struck down by love’). The work shows
traces of the oral tradition of the Italian cantari, but is mainly indebted to the
French romance tradition for its subject-matter, drawn directly or indirectly
from Benoit de Sainte-Maure’s Roman de Troie and also probably from its
abbreviated adaptation in the Historia destructionis Troiae by Guido delle
Colonne. Boccaccio, however, breathes new life into the old romance genre by
shaping a narrative which, differently from his sources, focuses on the
emotional effect on Troilo of separation from his beloved, and his despair
when he discovers Criseida’s betrayal.

The Teseida, an epic poem in the prescribed twelve books, shows reliance on
classical works: Virgil’s Aeneid, but above all Statius’ Thebaid. Perhaps
spurred on by Dante’s declaration in the De vulgari eloquentia (11, 2) that
Italian literature had as yet no epic, Boccaccio intended with his Teseida to fill
that gap. But on to the epic theme of arms he grafted a love story. Two Theban
warriors, Arcita and Palemone, taken prisoner during the war of Theseus
against Thebes, compete for the affections of Emilia, Theseus’ sister-in-law.
Arcita, although the victor against Palemone in a tournament to decide who
should marry Emilia, dies of his wounds, and the poem ends with the wedding
of Emilia and Palemone. The close interweaving of the themes of arms and
love makes the work an important forerunner of the great narrative poems of
the Italian Renaissance. At a later date, Boccaccio added to the text a scholarly
commentary. Many of his glosses turn out to be elegant miniature narratives
on mythological subjects. Chaucer drew on the plot of the Teseida for the
‘Knight’s Tale’, and on the Filostrato for Troilus and Criseyde, as did
Shakespeare for his Troilus and Cressida.

The winter of 1340—1 marks the beginning of a new phase in Boccaccio’s
life. The increasing difficulties experienced by the principal Florentine mer-
chant bankers, whose royal borrowers were defaulting on their loans, had
negative repercussions on the general economy of Florence and the personal
finances of Boccaccino, to the extent that he was obliged to recall his son from
Naples where he could no longer afford to support him. Boccaccio found
adjusting to the austere, culturally deprived life of Florence, with its essentially
business-oriented society, extremely hard. The depressing pall of financial
failure hanging over the paternal household did not of course help. Further-
more, the Florentines struck him as an avaricious and factious lot. In spite of
everything, he continued to dedicate himself to his writing, beginning the Latin
eclogues he eventually organised into the Bucolicum carmen and composing in
rapid succession the Comedia delle ninfe fiorentine (1341-2); the Amorosa
visione (1342, second redaction 1355?), a fifty-canto poem in terza rima,
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largely taken up (1v—xxx) by a guided tour of the frescoed hall of a castle
where the triumphs of learning, glory and love are depicted; the Elegia di
Madonna Fiammetta (1343—4), generally considered to be modern literature’s
first psychological novel; and the Ninfale fiesolano (1344—6), a work consider-
ably less trammelled with literary and allegorical baggage than the others,
which gives an account in octaves of the love story of the shepherd Africo and
the nymph Mensola, and concludes with the founding of Fiesole. The Comedia
delle ninfe fiorentine is in some respects the work closest to the Decameron — in
the sixteenth century it was even tagged the ‘little Decameron’, perhaps a
bookseller’s publicity ploy — since it has a group of seven nymphs who, in a
country setting, tell the story of their lives and loves, each ending with a song.
But in another sense it is the most distant from Boccaccio’s major work,
because of the wealth of erudite references, the curious combination of classical
mythology, Christian allegory and religious moralising, and the lengthy
descriptions (repetitive in spite of the subtle variations in aspect and meaning)
of each nymph, that follow meticulously the prescribed order, from the top of
the head right down to the tip of the toes. The Comedia is indeed an exercise in
sophisticated elegance, an example of the most scrupulous observance of the
precepts — usually neglected in the Decameron — to be found in twelfth-century
treatises on Poetics for the description of feminine beauty.

The Decameron

Setting and structure

At the end of the decade, Boccaccio started writing the Decameron. The Black
Death had for centuries been endemic in Europe. Paul the Deacon, for instance,
recorded an eighth-century episode in his Historia gentis Langobardorum, well
known to Boccaccio. The 1348 outbreak in Florence was particularly severe,
decimating the population and causing the death of several of Boccaccio’s close
friends, as well as of his father and stepmother. Depictions of the devastation
remain in many contemporary frescoes in the city’s public buildings. A sombre
description of its terrible effects on Florentine society provides the setting for
the formation of the brigade of ten young people who will tell the Decameron’s
one hundred tales. The seven noblewomen and their three gentlemen friends,
who make up the group, meet in the Church of Santa Maria Novella and
decide to retreat to a villa in the nearby hills to escape not only the disease,
rampant in the city, but also the moral corruption and civic decay it has
engendered. Boccaccio shows himself at pains to protect the good reputation
of his young ladies so that they will not ‘feel embarrassed, at any time in the
future, on account of the ensuing stories, all of which they either listened to or
narrated themselves’ (1, Intr., 50). He therefore does not reveal their ‘true’
names, but gives them ‘names which are either wholly or partially appropriate
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to the qualities of each’ (1, Intr., 51). He chooses names he had already used in
previous works (Filomena, Fiammetta, Emilia, Pampinea) or names that allude
to other literary characters (Elissa — Virgil; Neifile — dolce stil novo, Dante;
Lauretta — Petrarch). Even the young men’s names (Dioneo, Filostrato, Panfilo)
hark back to his previous works. Boccaccio’s cautious strategy in introducing
his fictitious lady narrators has given rise to much speculation on two fronts:
on the one hand there have been attempts to link the ladies to real-life
contemporaries of the writer; on the other, to see them as a reincarnation of
the nymphs in the Comedia delle ninfe fiorentine, who are explicitly identified
at the end with the seven virtues.

On Wednesday, the day after their meeting in the church, the members of
the group settle into their country quarters and immediately plan to put their
sorrows behind them and to spend their time pleasantly and in an orderly
fashion (‘ “nothing”, says Pampinea, “will last very long unless it has a definite
form™’, 1, Intr., 95): they will all gather once a day to participate in a common
activity, storytelling. They will elect from among themselves a leader to
supervise the activities of the day and to establish the theme for the tales;
following each day’s ten tales there will be music, dancing and songs. The
storytelling will be interrupted on Friday to observe the day of Christ’s Passion
and on Saturday to carry out the week’s ablutions (‘it is customary on that day
for the ladies to wash their hair and rinse away the dust and grime that may
have settled on their persons in the course of their week’s endeavours’, 11,
Concl., 6), and will resume on Sunday. After a fortnight in the country, the
group returns to Florence. Thus, the one hundred tales are distributed over
two symmetrical sets of five days, each set starting on Wednesday and each
interrupted on Friday and Saturday.

This structural division in two parts is signalled in the almost verbatim
repetition by Filomena, as she introduces the first tale of the Sixth Day, of the
beginning of Pampinea’s introduction to the last tale of the First Day. The
subject is the art of social conversation and well-placed repartee, an art
particularly becoming to women but which has recently suffered a decline.
Pampinea with her tale (1, 10) illustrates the shaming of the beautiful widow
Malgherida dei Ghisolieri, who had thought to make fun of her elderly suitor,
the celebrated physician Master Alberto, and was instead elegantly silenced by
him. Conversely, Filomena’s tale (vi, 1) provides proof that the women of
previous generations talked well and to the point. The gentlewoman Madonna
Oretta (who actually lived in Florence at the beginning of the fourteenth
century) adroitly intervenes to stop a knight, travelling on foot in her
company, from continuing a tale he is telling. The unwary fellow had offered
to take her (metaphorically) on horseback a good part of the way by telling her
‘one of the finest tales in the world’ (v1, 1, 9). The inept storyteller commits
every possible error in both organisation and delivery, seemingly unable to
extricate himself from the mess until Madonna Oretta can stand it no longer
and, picking up on the knight’s metaphor, says to him: ‘Sir, you have taken me
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riding on a horse that trots very jerkily. Pray be good enough to set me down’
(vi, 1, 11). Pampinea has capped a day of tales which, although there has been
no announced theme, are related in one way or another to verbal dexterity:
half-way through the day Fiammetta notes, in preparing to tell of the
Marchioness of Monferrato’s well-chosen words that put the King of France in
his place: ‘For this reason and also because of the pleasure I feel at our having,
through our stories, begun to demonstrate the power of good repartee, I have
been prompted to show you ...’ (1, 5, 4). While the clever use of words was
the undeclared theme of the First Day, it is the declared theme of the Sixth. If
we then look at the first tale of the First Day and the last tale of the Sixth Day,
a chiastic relationship between the four tales becomes evident. The protago-
nists of 1, 1 and vi, 10, Ciappelletto and Friar Cipolla, present similarities,
though Ciappelletto has something sinister about him while Cipolla is a
sociable, merry fellow. Both are wizards with words (the friar is said to be so
excellent a speaker that he might pass for ‘Cicero or perhaps Quintilian’, vi,
10, 7) and masters of the art of lying; both tales end with the faithful being
gulled.

Thematic patterns

Any attempt, however, at establishing an obvious homogeneity of theme in
each of the two halves of the Decameron is doomed to failure. Boccaccio’s
compository scheme is much more subtle and unpredictable, continually
eluding the neat patterns critics try to impose. At the most, it can be said that
in the first half, Days 11, 111 and v tell of undertakings or adventures (some
centred on love, some not) with a happy ending, and Day 1v of unhappy love
affairs; the second half tells, in Days vi1 and viii, of pranks and practical jokes,
and in Day x of quite the opposite, namely, acts of great generosity in the
‘cause of love or otherwise’ (X, 1, 1). In each of the two parts there can thus be
discerned a dominant theme and in each a day dedicated to that theme’s
opposite. The Third Day takes up the general theme of the Second - the
capricious workings of Fortune — restricting it ‘to a single aspect of the many
facets of Fortune’ (11, Concl., 8), while the corresponding Days in the second
part, vil and viIi, present a similar restriction of the chosen theme reversing
mirrorlike the order. The Seventh Day is dedicated to tricks women play on
their menfolk, the Eighth Day to ‘the tricks that people in general, men and
women alike, are forever playing upon one another’ (viii, 1, 1).

The best-known butt of practical jokes in the Decameron is the stingy,
foolish Calandrino. He figures in tales three and five of the Eighth Day, and
also in tales three and six of the Ninth Day. To the end he remains totally
unaware of providing ever new opportunities for fun to his fellow painters,
Bruno and Buffalmacco, both consummate pranksters. They make him believe
he has found the famous heliotrope, the stone that renders invisible or, to be
more exact, ‘has the miraculous power of making people invisible when they
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are out of sight, provided they are carrying it on their person’ (viii, 3, 20).
They get him drunk, steal his pig, then set up an elaborate lie-detecting test
(paid for by the victim) to prove he himself is responsible for the theft (viii, 6).
They convince him he is pregnant and make him spend all of a recent
inheritance to procure an abortion (1X, 3); and finally they get him into hot
water with his wife, Tessa, by having her find him in a haystack with a young
girl (1x, 5). Calandrino and the practical jokes played on him, the beffe,
inspired many of the comic situations and characters in Italian Renaissance
comedy. The most famous of his descendants is Calandro, the foolish
protagonist of Bibbiena’s Calandra (1513).

Changes of location, which add some variety to the brigade’s repetitive daily
routine, are effected in both the first and second parts of the Decameron: the
transfer from one villa to another at the end of Day 11 ‘to avoid being joined by
others’ (11, Concl., 7) and the transfer to the enchantingly beautiful “Valley of
the Ladies’ for the whole of Day vii. As we have already seen, Day vI returns
to the theme of the clever use of words and witty repartee implicitly present in
Day 1, but the absence of a set theme in Day 1 can also link it to Day 1x, during
which the narrators are freed by the queen from the constraints of a prescribed
theme. Boccaccio seems to enjoy playing a tantalising game of hide-and-seek
with his readers, since nothing ever really fits pat. The symmetries are never
perfect.

The members of the brigade will tell their stories in no special order. In Day
1 the queen, Pampinea, invites all the others to tell their tales before telling her
own. At the end of the Day Dioneo - the non-conformist of the group, always
stretching boundaries and debunking polite conventionality — asks the new
queen, Filomena, to allow him from then on always to tell the last tale
(displacing the group leader to the penultimate position) and to be exempted
from having to stick to the stated theme should he so wish:

The queen, knowing what a jovial and entertaining fellow he was and clearly
perceiving that he was only asking this favour so that, if the company should grow
weary of hearing people talk, he could enliven the proceedings with some story that
would move them to laughter, cheerfully granted his request.

(1, Concl., 14)

The last of the one hundred tales is thus his, while the opening one is Panfilo’s.

Decameron 1, 1 concerns Ciappelletto, a thoroughly wicked Tuscan tax-
collector operating in France, and his false deathbed confession; Decameron x,
10 is about the extraordinar