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Introduction: Justice in the Heart
Giulia Gaimari and Catherine Keen

Molti han giustizia in cuore, e tardi scocca
per non venir sanza consiglio a l’arco;

ma il popol tuo l’ ha in sommo de la bocca.

(Purg., VI. 130–32)

[Many have justice in their hearts but loose the arrow
late, so as not to come to the bow without counsel;

but your people have it ready on their lips.]

Ethics, Politics and Justice in Dante: cultural contexts  
and literary ambitions

Anyone who embarks on studying Dante Alighieri’s oeuvre will soon realise 
that it is fruitless, if not impossible, to attempt to keep the various facets of 
his speculation separate from one another. Indeed, the three conceptual 
domains on which we have chosen to concentrate in this volume – ‘ethics’, 
‘politics’ and ‘justice’ – are virtually inextricable within Dante’s thought 
and literary production. In the quotation that provides the title for these 
introductory reflections, Dante employs the telling image of holding jus-
tice in one’s own heart. In Purgatorio VI, it occurs in the context of a bit-
ingly satirical political invective, in which Dante rebukes his Florentine 
fellow-citizens’ lack of consideration for justice, law and political equi-
librium (the ‘Ahi, serva Italia’ passage, Purg., VI. 76–151). However, the 
same image of holding, or seeking to hold, justice in the heart also opens 
the autobiographical and extremely enigmatic lyric Tre donne intorno al 
cor mi son venute [Three women have come round my heart] – the women of 
the poem’s opening line being personifications of a three-fold conception 
of justice, in its divine, natural and civic iterations.
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Thus at different moments in his literary career Dante turned to 
the same poetic image to explore his reflections on justice and moral-
ity in both the personal and the political sphere. He expressed himself 
in each instance with the varied tone and lexis appropriate to the form 
and occasion of writing. This rhetorical deftness, together with the scope 
and ambition of Dante’s poetic imagination, marks the singularity of his 
contribution to medieval thinking about ethics, the political order and 
the domain of law and judgement. In the essays collected in this volume, 
particular stress is laid on Dante’s self-presentation as both poet and 
prophet of justice. Such an emphasis brings to the fore the importance 
of his self-reflection on the medium and means of his communication, as 
well as on the ethical and political content of his writings, over the course 
of his literary career.

The heart’s association with justice for Dante involves not only 
self-edification, but also the ways in which individuals relate to one 
another and participate in the conduct of public affairs. After all, as 
Aristotle pointed out in the fifth book of the Nicomachean Ethics, justice 
is a virtue ‘ad alterum’: that is, it is directed towards others.1 Additionally, 
as was frequently repeated in thirteenth-century handbooks dedicated 
to the moral and rhetorical education of Italian civic governors – those 
holding the official title of podestà – ‘diligere iustitiam’ [loving justice] 
was essential in order to enforce civic justice righteously. Indeed, this 
principle had the unequivocal authority of scripture behind it, since the 
Book of Wisdom tells rulers explicitly: ‘Diligite iustitiam, qui iudicatis ter-
ram’ [Love justice, you that are the judges of the earth] (Wisdom 1.1).2

Dante’s theorisation and poetic representation of justice cannot 
be detached from his speculations on human moral responsibility. Nor 
can they be separated off from his concern with the moral probity of 
those who are entitled to apply the law, and who should guide humanity 
towards earthly happiness; from his meditations on the fundamental role 
of education, which teaches people to be fully human – that is, to follow 
reason and thus become capable of recognising the true nature of things 
and of expressing their judgements accordingly; nor, ultimately, from his 
reflections on his own authority as a didactic and prophetic poet, capa-
ble of going above and beyond the boundaries of any medieval literary 
genre. Importantly, addressing the themes of ethics, politics and justice 
in Dante invites consideration of his beginnings, by investigating the his-
torical and intellectual contexts in which Dante lived and operated as a 
writer, thinker and politician. To understand how his ideas evolved, it is 
crucial to take into account the historical events that marked Dante’s life, 
the culture in which he was immersed and his access to sources giving 



 INTRODUCTION: JUST ICE IN THE HEART 3

instruction on political and spiritual morality. This can be done both by 
investigating the material transmission of the texts he might have read 
and by seeking to understand the contemporary oral practices by which 
ideas and values circulated.

In the Duecento Florence of Dante’s youth, for instance, political 
manoeuvring entailed changes within the city’s legal system, aimed at 
preserving peace and social justice and improving the townspeople’s edu-
cation in civic morality. In 1293, with some modification in 1295, the legis-
lative programme known as the ‘Ordinamenti di Giustizia’ [Ordinances of 
Justice] was compiled and approved by the regime governing Florence at 
the time, the so-called ‘Secondo Popolo’. The Ordinances aimed at restoring 
tranquillity and citizen welfare by restraining and punishing those individ-
uals belonging to the civic elites whose violent behaviour was endangering 
public life. And Dante himself entered Florence’s political arena in 1295, 
precisely in the aftermath of the promulgation of these new norms.

The political agenda of Florence’s anti-elite, ‘Popolo’ movement 
was supported by a strong ideology revolving around ideals of greatness, 
peace, common good and justice, typical of ancient Rome’s Republican 
era. These ideals stemmed especially from the re-elaboration, in contem-
porary Florence, of classical works by Cicero, Sallust and Seneca, often 
by means of translation and commentary that explained and updated the 
ancient works for the town’s modern, communal readership. This inter-
est in Roman political morality also found concrete expression within a 
specific didactic genre: the manuals dedicated to the moral, rhetorical 
and civic education of the podestà and his administrative entourage, 
mentioned above for their emphasis also on Scriptural doctrines touch-
ing justice in governance.3 Historian Quentin Skinner states that, within 
these handbooks, ‘the ideal of justice is accordingly seen as the bedrock. 
To act justly is the one and only means of promoting the common good, 
without which there can be no hope of preserving concord and hence of 
attaining greatness’.4

Dante would make his first acquaintance with the Roman authors 
precisely in an environment where they were read not only for their 
authority in matters of generalised moral and philosophical speculation, 
but also as works with immediate applicability to contemporary political 
organisation. The same goes for his introduction to Aristotle’s works. It was 
in Florence, in fact, that Dante first encountered the Greek philosopher’s 
ethical and political thinking. This was arguably thanks to the ‘civic peda-
gogy’ championed by two prominent Florentine intellectuals between the 
end of the thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth century: the lay 
statesman Brunetto Latini and the Dominican friar Remigio de’ Girolami.
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Brunetto’s Old French encyclopaedia, the Tresor, soon trans-
lated into the Tuscan vernacular, offered a partial version of Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics alongside a collection of moral precepts of both clas-
sical and biblical origin to its civic readerships. Alongside this work of 
secular scholarship, Fra Remigio’s sermons and treatises de iustitia, de 
bono comuni and de pace [on justice, on the common good and on peace] 
often combined Aristotle’s ethical and political speculation with that of 
the Church fathers, especially that of St Augustine. His aim was to prompt 
Florence’s citizenry to love justice, to prefer the common good over pri-
vate interests and to promote public peace.5

As these opening remarks suggest, an understanding of the context 
that provided Dante with his first intellectual formation is an important 
preliminary for the investigation of our discussion of ‘Ethics, Politics 
and Justice in Dante’.6 But, as the essays that follow show, the interest of 
these themes lies precisely in the fact that Dante developed in such orig-
inal, unexpected and genuinely creative ways the culture that he shared 
with his fellow-citizens. Following the rupture of his political exile from 
Florence in 1302, Dante’s adherence to the city’s legal and political tra-
ditions, and its shared imaginary of justice, came under strain. The pre-
cise evolution of his political sympathies – and the nature of his political 
alliances – over the 20 years of his banishment are patchily documented, 
and consequently open to scholarly debate.7

What is clear is that, in exile, Dante began to develop a distinctive 
new sense of the ways in which, while excluded from participation in 
civic governance, he might still contribute to the peninsula’s culture of 
justice and political morality through his role as a poet and, occasion-
ally, propagandist; he maintained a public role now based exclusively on 
his literary and rhetorical talents. It is this story of Dante’s evolution as 
poet and writer that our volume wishes to emphasise. Its essays do not 
engage extensively with questions about his specific political allegiances 
over the period of exile. Although some of our contributors touch on his 
so-called political Epistles, their chapters trace the intersection of these 
documents with passages of his Latin and Italian poetry. They focus on 
Dante’s endorsement of Henry VII of Luxembourg’s imperial campaign 
in Italy in relation to a much-coveted restoration of the ideals of justice, 
peace and prosperity throughout the peninsula – rather than on chronol-
ogies, campaign details or diplomacy and realpolitik.8

In a similar fashion, our readers will soon realise that none of 
the essays collected here is explicitly dedicated to exploring Dante’s 
Monarchia. In this Latin treatise Dante, by means of sharp, logical reason-
ing, aims at demonstrating the necessity, divine origin and Roman legacy 
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of the imperial office. As Dante’s sole formal work of political theory, the 
Monarchia testifies to his extraordinary originality and ability to stand 
out from thirteenth- and fourteenth-century political analyses and jurid-
ical disputes concerning the relation between secular and ecclesiastical 
powers. The interpretation of the arguments that Dante develops is still a 
subject of intense scholarly debate.9

This, however, is not the primary focus of the following essays. 
Instead, the volume is conceived as a dialogic collection that investi-
gates Dante’s views on ethics, politics and justice by moving away from 
the issue of ‘imperialism’. In fact, by presenting essays that range from 
exploring the Florentine context of Dante’s early intellectual formation 
and literary endeavour to discussing Dante’s role in fourteenth-century, 
pre-humanist Italy, at the climax of his poetic career, this volume’s contri-
butions put an all-embracing value on exploring how Dante approaches 
the themes of politics and justice as a poet – not limited to constitutional 
theory but ranging more broadly across moral and spiritual philosophy. 
Equally, our collection also stresses the relation between Dante’s social 
and political perspectives and the importance of learning and of refining 
one’s own judgement, in view of both eternal self-redemption and the 
reinstatement of justice within this world.

From Duecento Florence to Dante’s last poetic works and 
beyond

With an essay On Grammar and Justice: Notes on Convivio II. xii. 1–7, Anna 
Pegoretti opens this volume’s discussions by exploring Dante’s own views 
on education and learning. She offers a reassessment of a much-debated 
portion of the Convivio, in which Dante briefly describes his intellectual 
development after the death of Beatrice. The essay focuses on three main 
issues: first, the connection between justice and the act of disseminating 
wisdom; second, the link that it is possible to establish between Dante’s 
account and the underlying metaphor of the banquet; and third, the role 
played by Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy in the teaching of gram-
mar within the explicitly moralised medieval educational framework – in 
the words of Paul Gehl, as a ‘moral art’.10 Finally, the essay argues for the 
prominence of Latinate and institutional education in Dante’s account, 
reading this as a claim against the dominant, thirteenth-century Floren-
tine vernacular culture. By presenting himself as rediscovering Boethius 
anew, thanks both to his Latin skills and to his personal moral energies, 
Dante offers his Convivio as an individual act of justice. In doing so he 
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invites new audiences to share his refreshed, original vision of moral and 
political philosophy.

Equally attentive to the circulation of classical lore in the crucial 
years of Dante’s Florentine formation, Nicolò Maldina presents a case 
study investigating how Servasanto da Faenza, a Franciscan friar active in 
the Florentine convent of Santa Croce during the last decades of the thir-
teenth century, addressed his audiences by employing and re-elaborating 
classical sources with edifying intent. Maldina highlights the importance 
of such a religious reading of the classics in relation to Dante’s poetry. 
The essay, entitled A Classicising Friar in Dante’s Florence: Servasanto da 
Faenza, Dante and the Ethics of Friendship, scrutinises Servasanto’s use of 
Cicero’s De amicitia, Valerius Maximus’s Facta et dicta memorabilia and 
Seneca’s Epistulae ad Lucilium, within a sermon on St Bartholomew ded-
icated to the theme of friendship. Maldina then moves towards consider-
ing how Servasanto’s celebration of St Bartholomew as a true friend of 
Christ – an essential moral and spiritual attribute that should characterise 
anyone aspiring to become a true prophet – may have shaped Beatrice’s 
presentation of Dante in Inferno canto II. Through the words of Beatrice 
depicting Dante as ‘“l’amico mio, e non de la ventura”’ [‘my friend, not 
the friend of fortune’] (Inf., II. 61), the author of the Commedia starts to 
establish his prophetic and apostolic identity by emphasising the neces-
sity of cultivating true friendship with God of whom Beatrice, as early as 
the juvenile Vita nova, is one of the tangible expressions.

Maldina’s essay reveals some of the hinterland to Dante’s state-
ment of authorial ambition at the start of the Inferno. In the following 
four essays the Commedia is the primary focus of attention; in the next 
two we stay with the Inferno’s early canti, beginning with another take 
on the proemial episode. Giuseppe Ledda’s discussion of An Ethical and 
Political Bestiary in the First Canto of Dante’s ‘Comedy’ explores the ani-
mal imagery of Inferno canto I from an ethical and political perspective. 
By scrutinising a variety of medieval sources in detail – bestiaries, ency-
clopaedias, biblical commentaries and sermons – Ledda untangles the 
moral symbolism of the three beasts impeding Dante-character from 
ascending the ‘dilettoso monte’ [delightful mountain] (Inf., I. 77): the 
lonza, the lion and the she-wolf. Ledda’s thorough analysis of the some-
times ambivalent moral value of animal symbolism in medieval tradi-
tion helps cast new light on one of the best-known episodes of Dante’s 
Commedia. As his study demonstrates, the familiarity of an episode 
should not deter further critical attention. Ledda shows that there is 
much more to be said about the way the scene illuminates the whole 
notion of the poem’s journey, and its ethical and political scope. He 
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shows how it offers new insights into the way that Dante-poet constructs 
the moral characterisation of his autobiographical persona, Dante the 
pilgrim, within the poem.

Like Ledda, Nicolò Crisafi and Elena Lombardi take on one of the 
Inferno’s best-known episodes, the meeting with Francesca and Paolo in 
canto V. Under the heading of Lust and the Law: Reading and Witnessing in 
‘Inferno’ V, the two scholars investigate the interconnectedness of the act 
of witnessing and the act of reading (conceived as an act involving judge-
ment), within Dante’s discussion and representation of lust in Inferno V 
and Purgatorio XXVI. Having stressed how the medieval conception of 
lust involves different disciplines, from canon law to medicine, Crisafi 
and Lombardi draw attention to the rima equivoca ‘legge’: ‘si legge’ [law: 
it is read] that appears in both cantos, sparking an investigation of issues 
of interpretation, ethics, gender, political power and the law. The essay 
closes by considering the speech of Francesca in Inferno V as the con-
fession and defence of a convicted adulteress in the context of contem-
porary legal practices. This discourse, as a reflection on the practices of 
reading and storytelling, also imposes the imperative for moral deliber-
ation on the readers of the Commedia, in the present day just as much as 
in the Trecento.

A third essay focused on the Inferno addresses questions that like-
wise prompt Dante’s readers to think anew about the morality of reading, 
and about the connections between literature and the law, embracing 
both ethics and jurisprudence. Justin Steinberg invites us to question just 
how systematic Dante’s approach is when it comes to matters of judge-
ment and reward in the afterlife. His essay, indeed – More than an Eye 
for an Eye: Dante’s Sovereign Justice – takes on issues that pertain not 
only to Hell and punishment, but to the mode of thought that informs 
Dante’s legal and ethical outlook as a whole. Steinberg challenges the 
nineteenth-century scholarly commonplace by which the alignment 
of sin and punishment, in Dante’s Inferno and Purgatorio, has usually 
been described as contrapasso [countersuffering]. He re-scrutinises 
the thirteenth-century Latin translations and commentary reception of 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, in which the word contrapassum always 
denotes a limited conception of justice, as it fails to cover crimes against 
the sovereign and the body politic. Steinberg argues that when Bertran 
de Born, in Inferno XXVIII, depicts his punishment as contrapasso, he fails 
to recognise the public nature of his sin. As a consequence, Steinberg 
urges us not to consider countersuffering as the rigid law of all Dante’s 
otherworldly justice, since Dante refers to the concept precisely in order 
to explore and discuss its limits.



8 ETHICS,  POLIT ICS AND JUST ICE IN DANTE

After three chapters exploring the depths of Hell, our next essay 
provides a move high into the heavens and discusses Paradiso XXV. 
Filippo Gianferrari’s essay – ‘Ritornerò profeta’: The ‘Epistle’ of St James 
and the Crowning of Dante’s Patience – opens by scrutinising how 
patristic and medieval exegeses transformed the interpretation of St 
James’s Epistle from a severe condemnation against any form of pas-
toral teaching to a prescription on how to deliver morally fruitful and 
divinely inspired preaching. Gianferrari explores the ethical, political 
and prophetic echoes of James’s letter within the works of Dante, and 
sheds light on how Dante employs and re-elaborates James’s authority 
and imagery. This chapter persuasively stresses the role that James’s 
biblical intertext played with regard to Dante’s prophetic, poetic and 
didactic self-legitimisation – within both Epistle V, where Dante hails 
the restoration of justice and peace throughout Italy at the hands of 
Emperor Henry VII, and Paradiso XXV. In the latter Dante’s self-defi-
nition as a poeta recalls James’s instructions on how to become a good 
teacher, by asking God to use him as a medium for sowing the seeds of 
His divine wisdom.

The last essay in the main collection, fittingly, discusses Dante’s last 
works: the Latin Eclogues that are among the least studied of his oeuvre. 
Sabrina Ferrara’s essay on Ethical Distance and Political Resonance in the 
‘Eclogues’ of Dante discusses Dante’s poetic and ethical role within the cul-
tural panorama of mid-fourteenth-century Italy, through close analysis of 
the exchange between Dante and the Bolognese professor Giovanni del 
Virgilio. Having shed light on their reciprocal, and irreconcilable, mis-
understandings about the scope of vernacular poetry and the revival of 
classical literature, Ferrara shifts towards considering the ways in which 
Dante’s Eclogues interact with selected passages from the Commedia. Her 
purpose is to show how Dante expands his reflections on the contempo-
rary political scene within his exchange with Del Virgilio. She does so by 
demonstrating that Dante’s establishment of an ethical distance between 
himself and his university interlocutor combines long-meditated political 
reflections with an innovative poetic programme that looks far beyond 
matters of language and style.

As this volume goes to press, Dante scholars find themselves in a par-
ticularly active moment of international and public-facing research engage-
ment, highlighted by two important anniversaries: the 750th anniversary 
of Dante’s birth in 2015 and the impending 700th anniversary of his death 
in 2021. This book also seeks to celebrate these high points by offering two 
chapters discussing the different modalities of the public reception and use 
of Dante’s work both in Italy and Britain. In this way the volume’s emphasis 
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on morality, political philosophy and social justice is brought into the mod-
ern age of the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

In the first of the two chapters, Catherine Keen reviews some of 
the ways in which ethical and political responses to Dante among pop-
ular, as well as scholarly, audiences have evolved over the centuries. The 
essay offers some brief reflections on the early decades of Dante’s recep-
tion, considering both the enthusiasms and the reservations – even con-
demnations – generated by the provocative new poetry of a vernacular 
Commedia that presented reflections on politics, society and on both sec-
ular and divine justice to the widest of publics. Beyond this, the chapter 
offers a review of Dante’s more recent nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
fortuna. It explores how modern audiences have accommodated reactions 
to the poet and his works within the new cultural horizon defined – for 
both Italians and international audiences – by the formal establishment 
of Italy as a nation-state, and by the vagaries of the national experience 
within the 150 years or so of its existence.

This chapter’s broad, and necessarily partial, overview is com-
plemented in the final chapter by a recent, focused case study, almost 
micro-historical in kind. Claire Honess and Matthew Treherne present 
the outputs of the public initiatives organised within the context of 
the collaborative research project ‘Dante and Late Medieval Florence: 
Theology in Poetry, Practice and Society’, which ran in the British 
Universities of Leeds and Warwick from 2011 to 2017. As Honess and 
Treherne stress, their project’s emphasis on the local conditions in which 
Dante and his contemporaries could experience theology and religious 
cultures in late-medieval Italy and Florence offered new opportunities to 
engage twenty-first-century audiences, and to encourage fresh and crea-
tive approaches to Dante’s works.

A dialogic collection: ethical and judicial learning, poetic 
authority and political perspectives

The essays collected in this volume cover a considerable span of Dante’s 
works, from his early vernacular Convivio through the Commedia to the 
Latin poetry of the late Eclogues. Perhaps not surprisingly, in a volume 
that engages with themes of justice and politics, several essays focus on 
the Inferno – that part of the Commedia where Dante’s thinking about 
societal and spiritual redemption finds expression in the creation of a viv-
idly-imagined realm of suffering whose violence has proved especially 
challenging to both past and present audiences. These essays on the 
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Inferno, however, do not stand apart from the other contributions to the 
collection. Rather, a considerable and productive strand of dialogue runs 
between all the different chapters. This dialogue underlines the persis-
tence Dante brings to his career-long commitment to explore the impor-
tance of ethics and politics in human society, and to urge the importance 
of holding justice in the heart.

As regards Dante’s formative years, and the influence of early train-
ing, for instance, Maldina’s exploration of how Servasanto da Faenza’s 
religious reading of classical literature on friendship may have influenced 
Dante’s poetry complements Pegoretti’s emphasis on how Dante first 
accessed philosophical speculation, by applying his ‘art of grammar’ and 
his ‘intellect’ to the reading and understanding of Boethius’s Consolation 
of Philosophy. After all, as Pegoretti recalls, a single passage in Convivio 
tells how, alongside the reading of Boethius, Dante also approached 
philosophy thanks to another fundamental text: namely, Cicero’s De 
amicitia. Ledda’s interdiscursive analysis uses an approach very close to 
Maldina’s and Pegoretti’s, whose research methods scrutinise the inter-
action between Dante’s responses to formative cultural influences in 
Florence. In so doing Ledda brings to light the filtration, within Inferno 
canto I, of a broad horizon of biblical, classical and medieval sources that 
contributed to shaping the imagery and moral value of the Commedia’s 
poetry of moral and spiritual salvation.

Dante’s early intellectual adventures thus responded to the empha-
ses of a Florentine culture shaped by a particular civic pedagogy that 
blended lay and religious ethical traditions. However, they also remind 
us of the rapidity with which Dante evolved an independent and often 
polemical reaction to what he received through this semi-official culture. 
Nor did his originality or propensity to critical re-evaluation of contem-
porary scholarship fade over time: Ferrara’s essay stresses how Dante 
expressed his intellectual and literary autonomy in the culture wars of 
much later decades. Her thorough discussion of the bucolic exchange 
between Dante and Giovanni del Virgilio, by highlighting the sophisti-
cation of the Eclogues, reinforces Pegoretti’s acute comments on Dante’s 
Latinity. In his last poetic production, Dante gives full rein to the Latin 
skills he had been determined to acquire, and extend beyond average 
parameters, some three decades before.

Ferrara emphasises Dante’s awareness of his own achievements as a 
poet, both in vernacular and in Latin, and his sense of the political as well 
as moral and theological ends expressed in his commitment to a radical 
renewal of poetic culture. In reviewing the theme of poetic laureation, her 
discussion intersects with Gianferrari’s. Where Ferrara reviews Dante’s 
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claims to a laurel crown as a second Virgil in his Latin poetry, Gianferrari 
shows that Dante advances similar or even stronger grounds for corona-
tion, as a prophetic and apostolic poet of the mother-tongue, in Paradiso. 
Ferrara shows that Dante defends the excellence of the Commedia even 
while displaying a second and complementary range of talents as a 
ground-breaking Latin poet in the Eclogues; Gianferrari underlines how 
Dante cross-fertilises between his Latin and vernacular production in his 
self-presentation as a poet prophesying justice and hope – both in the 
secular realm of his Latin epistles on politics and through his engagement 
with broader moral reformation in the Paradiso cantos.

Along the same lines, Maldina’s discussion of how the reception of 
classical culture in Duecento Florence nourished discourses on Christian 
friendship, originating in both religious and lay environments, offers 
new insights into the development of Dante’s self-perception as a prophet 
of God.

As regards the chapters exploring Dante’s infernal and purgatorial 
poetry (the two essays by Steinberg and by Crisafi and Lombardi), each 
addresses the field of law. In both essays this is conceived as covering 
not only universal conceptions of human moral righteousness, but also 
the systems of norms and practices regulating social life and the applica-
tion of justice in medieval Italy. Both Steinberg’s re-assessment of Dante’s 
notion of countersuffering and Crisafi and Lombardi’s exploration of the 
interactions between the law and the act of reading, within the cantos of 
lust populated by courtly poets and readers of courtly poetry, shed light 
on the relationship between literature and ethics.

Both essays draw the readers of the Commedia onto the stage. They 
in fact show how judgement is constantly tested by Dante-author’s judi-
cial poetry and its ability to challenge preconceptions by following the 
redemptive ascension of Dante-pilgrim from Hell, through Purgatory, up 
to the heights of Paradise. Though dedicated to investigating the moral 
significance of animal imagery in Inferno canto I, moreover, Ledda’s 
study equally casts light on the ethical scope of the Commedia as a whole, 
as a poetic account of a journey to salvation embarked on by a poet who 
had suddenly lost the right path.

Above all, what brings all this volume’s essays together is the con-
tributors’ consistent interest in exploring the medieval sources shaping 
the intellectual and historical panorama surrounding Dante and his lit-
erary experiences, as well as the ways that knowledge was made acces-
sible to Duecento and Trecento lay audiences and thus to Dante. Thanks 
to close scrutiny of Aristotelian and biblical commentaries, encyclopae-
dic traditions, homiletic practices and civic statutes, the contributors to 
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this volume provide new readings of multiple aspects of Dante’s ethical, 
political and legal meditations. Their attention is focused not only on the 
moral challenges and juridical structures of the Commedia, but also on 
the ethical and political lore emerging from the so-called ‘minor works’. 
In fact Dante’s commitment to advocating justice – never detached from 
reflections on the best and most convenient literary and linguistic forms 
to adopt in order to convey his thoughts, as well as on his own didactic 
and prophetic authorship – extends over the whole range of his literary 
production, as the essays of the current volume show.

After all, in the letter addressed to his ‘amico Florentino’ [Florentine 
friend], having been offered conditions he considered totally unaccept-
able to return to Florence in 1315, Dante presents himself, in exile, as 
a ‘viro praedicante iustitiam’ [a man preaching justice] (Ep., XII. iii. 7). 
Regardless of what beliefs we hold about Dante’s self-depiction as ‘exul 
immeritus’ [undeservedly in exile], one of the most recurrent encourage-
ments emerging from Dante’s oeuvre as a whole concerns the urgency of 
keeping justice in the heart, and of guaranteeing equity by doing justice 
to others – in service of both worldly and otherworldly peace and happi-
ness for the individual and the community alike. Without aspiring to offer 
a comprehensive account of the poetry of Ethics, Politics and Justice in 
Dante, we hope that the essays gathered in this volume may shed light on 
the fine interdependence between moral, political and legal perspectives 
within the thought and works of Dante. In so doing they will contribute 
to an open and lively dialogue between present and future readers.
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1
On Grammar and Justice: Notes on 
Convivio, II. xii. 1–7
Anna Pegoretti

Dante’s ideas about education and learning can be traced primarily in the 
first two books of his Convivio. Here the poet develops a specific programme 
of dissemination of knowledge in the vernacular, presents a description 
of disciplines and provides autobiographical details concerning his own 
learning experience. The treatise clearly sets out its aims from the begin-
ning, where Dante offers a rather peculiar elaboration of two themes that 
were topical in medieval philosophical writing: the desire for knowledge 
and the impediments to its fulfilment. The incipit of the Convivio notori-
ously quotes an Aristotelian adage, recurrent also in discourses in praise of 
philosophy delivered by masters in medieval university Faculties of Arts: 
‘Sì come dice lo Filosofo nel principio della Prima Filosofia, tutti li uomini 
naturalmente desiderano di sapere’ (Cvo, I. i. 1) [As the Philosopher says at 
the beginning of the First Philosophy, all men by nature desire to know].1 In 
line with the exegetical tradition on this passage, Dante immediately con-
fronts the topic of the impediments that limit the acquisition of knowledge. 
Yet his approach is radically new. Proceeding in an unprecedented way, 
the poet plans with his Convivio to overcome at least some of the obstacles, 
which impede certain categories of men from learning.2

The complex dialectic between the universal character of the desire 
for knowledge and the actual identification of a limited audience to whom 
the treatise seems to be addressed is a matter for debate among scholars.3 
However, we can safely state that Dante’s ground-breaking pedagogical 
programme, which he intends to realise through the auto-commentary 
on his doctrinal canzoni, marks a new step in the development of a ver-
nacular philosophy created by lay authors for a lay public.4 Dante’s plan 
is to bridge the gap between the most learned, who enjoy the ‘bread of 
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angels’, and at least a part of those who are doomed to ‘share the food 
of sheep’ (Cvo, I. i. 7). This aim has led him to set up his own ‘banquet’, 
whose main courses are his canzoni. Such a decision, Dante tells us, was 
inspired by friendship and mercy, which move both those who sit at the 
highest table and himself:

Ma però che ciascuno uomo a ciascuno uomo naturalmente è amico, 
e ciascuno amico si duole del difetto di colui ch’elli ama, coloro che 
a così alta mensa sono cibati non sanza misericordia sono inver di 
quelli che in bestiale pastura veggiono erba e ghiande se[n] gire 
mangiando. E acciò che misericordia è madre di beneficio, sempre 
liberalmente coloro che sanno porgono della loro buona ricchezza 
alli veri poveri […]. E io adunque, che non seggio alla beata mensa, 
ma, fuggito della pastura del vulgo, a’ piedi di coloro che seggiono 
ricolgo di quello che da loro cade, […] misericordievolemente 
mosso, […] per li miseri alcuna cosa ho riservata.

(Cvo, I. i. 8–10)

[But since man is by nature a friend of all men, and every friend is 
grieved by defects found in the one he loves, they who are fed at so 
lofty a table are not without compassion toward those whom they 
see grazing about on grass and acorns in animal pastures. And since 
compassion is the mother of generosity, they who possess knowl-
edge always give liberally of their great riches to the truly poor […]. 
Therefore I (who do not sit at the blessed table, but, having fled the 
pasture of the common herd, gather up a part of what falls to the 
feet of those who do sit there […], and moved by compassion […]) 
have set aside for those who are unfortunate something.]

In commenting on this passage, Sonia Gentili has pointed out that the 
concept of the benefit derived from mercy (‘misericordia è madre di 
beneficio’) relies on an Augustinian doctrine, which conceived mercy as 
strictly related not to charity (as in Aquinas), but to justice.5 According to 
Augustine, the virtue of justice actualises itself in helping the wretched, 
‘in subveniendo miseris’ (De trinitate XIV. ix. l. 38). This description, 
which originally appears as part of Augustine’s discussion of the role of 
the four cardinal virtues in the afterlife, crystallises as a clear definition 
of the same virtues in the relevant chapter of the most widespread the-
ological work of the late Middle Ages, Peter Lombard’s Sentences (III. d. 
xxxiii. ch.1.2: ‘iustitia est in subveniendo miseris’). Augustine’s defini-
tion sparked a whole tradition according to which mercy towards miseri 
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provides a beneficium that amends the imbalance in distributional justice 
created by greed and hoarding.6 Hence we may conclude that the Con-
vivio itself has to be seen as the product of an act of justice.

One could argue that such an ideological stance ought not tolerate 
any sort of restriction of the prospective audience. However, I do not see 
any insurmountable incongruity between acting with mercy and liberal-
ity and the identification of a specific group of recipients for a single act.7 
As a matter of fact, Dante sets up a banquet exclusively for those who are 
affected by external impediments to their pursuit of knowledge. What is 
more, this is a two-tier banquet, whose arrangement is based on a moral 
appraisal.8 Those impeded by civic or domestic duties will sit at the table, 
while the indolent deserve only to sit at their feet:

vegna qua qualunque è [per cura] familiare o civile nella umana 
fame rimaso, e ad una mensa colli altri simili impediti s’assetti; e alli 
loro piedi si pongano tutti quelli che per pigrizia si sono stati, ché 
non sono degni di più alto sedere.

(Cvo, I. i. 13)

[Let come here all those whose human hunger derives from domestic 
or civic responsibilities, and let them sit at the same table with oth-
ers likewise handicapped; and at their feet let all those place them-
selves who do not merit a higher seat because of their indolence.]

The kind of indolence (‘pigrizia’) that Dante aims to overcome is that 
which frustrates any attempt to obviate the inconvenience of living far 
from an adequate intellectual environment. However generic, the expla-
nation reveals a remarkable awareness of the importance of educational 
facilities and intellectual milieus: ‘[…] lo difetto del luogo dove la per-
sona è nata e nutrita, che tal ora sarà da ogni studio non solamente pri-
vato, ma da gente studiosa lontano’ [… the handicap that derives from 
the place where a person is born and bred, which at times will not only 
lack a university (studio) but be far removed from the company of edu-
cated persons] (Cvo, I. i. 4).9 Such concern for the material and social 
aspects of learning resonates with Dante’s renowned account of his own 
educational experience as an adult, in Cvo, II. xii. 7. Here he refers to his 
attendance at the ‘scuole delli religiosi’ and ‘disputazioni delli filosofanti’ 
[to the schools of the religious orders and to the disputations held by 
the philosophers], sometime after Beatrice’s death. The process that led 
Dante to frequent these schools and disputes is described in some detail, 
in a passage that is well worth re-examining.
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After the loss of ‘lo primo diletto della mia anima’ [the first delight 
of my soul], that is, after the death of Beatrice, the poet experiences an 
existential crisis – ‘rimasi di tanta tristizia punto’ [pierced by such sor-
row] – which calls for support (Cvo, II. xii. 1). Hence, Dante approaches 
two prominent consolatory texts: the Consolation of Philosophy, in which 
Boethius searches for relief from his imprisonment and wretchedness, and 
the De amicitia, where Cicero elaborates Laelius’s loss of his friend Scipio. 
The effects of these readings go well beyond consolation, and impact on 
Dante’s intellectual experience in a twofold way. First, the desire to pene-
trate the meaning of the two texts (the ‘sentenza’) pushes the poet’s inter-
pretative abilities to their limits. It requires the best of both his grammatical 
skills – ‘l’arte di gramatica ch’io avea’ – and his personal ingegno [intellect]:

E avegna che duro mi fosse nella prima entrare nella loro sentenza, 
finalmente v’entrai tanto entro, quanto l’arte di gramatica ch’io avea 
e un poco di mio ingegno potea fare; per lo quale ingegno molte cose, 
quasi come sognando, già vedea, sì come nella Vita Nova si può vedere.

(Cvo, II. xii. 4)

[Although it was difficult for me at first to penetrate their meaning, 
I finally penetrated it as deeply as my command of Latin and the 
small measure of my intellect enabled me to do, by which intellect 
I had perceived many things before, as in a dream, as may be seen 
in the New Life.]

Second, the two works open up to Dante a whole new intellectual world 
to explore:10

E sì come essere suole che l’uomo va cercando argento e fuori della ’nten-
zione truova oro, lo quale occulta cagione presenta, non forse sanza 
divino imperio; io, che cercava di consolar me, trovai non solamente 
alle mie lagrime rimedio, ma vocabuli d’autori e di scienze e di libri: li 
quali considerando, giudicava bene che la filosofia, che era donna di 
questi autori, di queste scienze e di questi libri, fosse somma cosa.

(Cvo, II. xii. 5)

[And just as it often happens that a man goes looking for silver and 
apart from his intention finds gold, which some hidden cause pre-
sents, perhaps not without divine ordinance, so I who sought to 
console myself found not only a remedy for my tears but also the 
words of authors, sciences, and books. Pondering these, I quickly 
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determined that Philosophy, who was the lady of these authors, 
sciences, and books, was a great thing.]

From this arises the decision to go to those ‘places’ – schools and disputa-
tions – where philosophy, that is knowledge, thoroughly unfolds. To sum 
up, we could say that an existential demand sparked a personal search 
in texts of moral philosophy. In turn these readings nurtured a desire for 
further in-depth learning, pursued through strenuous study and through 
attendance at institutions of higher education.

The position of this passage is of paramount importance for the over-
all project of the Convivio. At the beginning of book II, chapter xii, Dante 
embarks on the allegorical and true explanation of the canzone – ‘esposizione 
allegorica e vera’ (Cvo, II. xii. 1) – interpreting the conflict between the mem-
ory of the ‘glorious lady’ who had passed away and the interest in a new 
‘gentle’ or ‘noble’ lady, as a tension between different intellectual stances, 
with the donna gentile in the role of Lady Philosophy.11 The accounts of both 
personal and intellectual life fruitfully converge to complete the profile of the 
author himself. He was not allowed to eat the bread of angels at the noblest 
table of wisdom, but was able to sit at its foot and to ‘collect’ the crumbs that 
he now shares.12 Indeed, there is no reason not to think that his mid-to-high 
position in the hierarchy of the banquet was granted first and foremost by 
his attendance at schools and disputations.13 Not by chance, it was precisely 
after 30 months of attendance and of study that – Dante says – he started 
writing what is now the first ‘main course’ of the Convivio, Voi che ’ntendendo 
(Cvo, II. xii. 8). Hence Dante’s presentation of his own personal intellectual 
experience and formation is perfectly attuned with both the underpinning 
metaphor of the banquet and his intermediate position in the intellectual 
hierarchy – one that allows him to recompose the leftovers of wisdom and to 
offer them to his prospective audience. At the same time, this portrait both 
sets the limits of Dante’s educational project and legitimises it.14 Finally, it 
paves the way for his description of the system of knowledge, which is the 
subject of the following chapters and was certainly perceived by the author 
as an essential element.15

Dante’s declaration about the limits of his ‘arte di gramatica’ has 
raised substantial speculation. ‘Grammar’ could well refer either to his 
knowledge of Latin language or his expertise in the liberal art of gram-
mar. The first interpretation is quite restrictive, even though it is sup-
ported by Dante’s wide use of the term gramatica with such a meaning, 
in both Latin and vernacular works. Far from considering it a mere topos, 
some scholars read this passage as an explicit declaration of weakness in 
Latin. Most recently, Robert Black has gone as far as to list ‘remnants of 
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Dante’s imperfect Latin education […] evident in his mature writings’ to 
support this interpretation.16

Whatever we might think about Dante’s Latin – whose excellence, in 
my view, thoroughly unfolds in the magnificent late Eclogues17 – the poet’s 
own career seems to outline the profile of a skilful, proud and valued dic-
tator. In the Vita nova, he mentions an epistle that he supposedly sent to 
the city’s governors to mark Beatrice’s death (VN, 19. 8 [Barbi XXX. 1]); 
in the following decade, he acted as chancellor of the exiled Florentine 
Universitas Alborum [Association of the Whites]. Moreover, one could 
wonder why Dante should choose to declare such a deficiency while pro-
moting himself as a competent mediator of wisdom and doctrine.

As regards the second possible interpretation of ‘grammar’, it 
should be pointed out that, since the grammar curriculum of the time 
was founded on the learning of the Latin language, this option de facto 
incorporates the first.18 Not by chance, Mengaldo admitted the difficulty 
of interpreting this passage, stating that it is not possible to exclude that 
‘arte di gramatica’ could actually mean ‘knowledge of grammar rules’, 
‘grammar technique’, with the noteworthy comment that ‘comunque il 
senso non cambia’ [the ultimate meaning does not change anyhow].19

It is worth noting that the passage specifically refers to the ‘art of 
grammar’. Arte is another ambiguous term, employed by Dante mainly to 
describe an operational and practical expertise, based on the command of 
a technique.20 The description of grammar as a discipline, which features 
in the following chapter, is not particularly helpful – primarily because 
in this section Dante labels the seven liberal arts as ‘sciences’, a term that 
undoubtedly points to theoretical knowledge.21 What is more, he describes 
grammar as a ‘science of language’. This includes lexicon, conjugations and 
constructions and, most notably, their changes over time (Cvo, II. xiii. 10). 
Certainly a historical linguistics of this kind could hardly find much space in 
late-medieval teaching of grammar, and in the pedagogy of literacy, which 
included prescriptive morphology and syntax. What is more, it is anything 
but useless in understanding either the ‘art of grammar’, on which Dante 
relied in his reading of Boethius and Cicero, or the kind of grammar educa-
tion he could have acquired, either at school or independently.

Just as Mengaldo recognised the ultimate ambiguity of the term 
‘grammar’, so we could well think that the boundaries of ‘art’ are equally 
blurred. We could thus state, as a provisional conclusion, that the ‘art of 
grammar’ refers to Dante’s command of the Latin language, as well as 
a set of grammatical rules and techniques which pertained to the art of 
grammar as a discipline – and whose ultimate aim, at its highest levels, 
was a full mastery of writing and reading in Latin.22
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The discussion about gramatica intersects with Dante’s likewise 
troubling definition of the Consolation as a text ‘non conosciuto da molti’ 
[not known to many] (Cvo, II. xii. 2). In fact, Boethius’s work was ‘the 
most widely read […] in Italian schools from 1300 to 1450’.23 It featured 
in reading lists at the highest stages of grammatical education and was 
widely copied.24 This is why most scholars understand Dante’s statement 
as referring not to a poor dissemination of the text, but rather to superfi-
cial and partial understanding of it.25

Further light could possibly be shed on the gap between the sur-
viving evidence and the poet’s own experience – or his presentation of 
it – by properly framing the Consolation within the curriculum of gram-
mar schools in late medieval Florence. According to Paul Gehl, Boethius’s 
long and quite challenging text, hardly subject to cuts, ‘could not have 
been a regular part of the early latinizing curriculum […]. It must have 
been seen as an advanced special-case text, appropriate for the best and 
most promising students’.26 And so Dante autonomously climbed the 
upper levels of the grammatical curriculum, relying on all the linguis-
tic and literary knowledge he had acquired so far,27 finally to take a step 
forward towards the whole new level of higher education represented by 
schools and disputations. In my opinion, what the account emphasises 
most is not the knowledge acquired at that time, but first and foremost 
the whole process of self-improvement. The reference to the ‘arte di gra-
matica’, therefore, has to be reframed within this context.

Moreover, Gehl demonstrates how, from around 1260–70 through 
to the end of the fourteenth century, the scope of grammar teaching 
extended well beyond the boundaries of literacy, Latin and literature, to 
promote an ambitious programme of moral education. Despite its pro-
fessional marginalisation in favour of specific rhetorical skills (the ars 
dictaminis), grammar teaching in pre-university schools aimed to have 
a profound educational impact: ‘both medieval and humanist gram-
mar masters had assumed that practical moral philosophy was learned 
through the study of Latin school authors, and that these moral lessons 
were inseparable from the linguistic ones’.28 Despite the conspicuous 
efforts that Dante scholars have made in interpreting this passage and in 
detecting the role played by the Consolation in Florentine education, it 
seems to me that Gehl’s underlying assumption, epitomised by the title of 
his book, has been widely disregarded. The syllabus included both pagan 
and Christian ‘classics’, such as the Consolation of Philosophy, following 
a scheme that resonates significantly with Dante’s reference to grammar 
in his account of his existential and profoundly philosophical search for 
relief after Beatrice’s death.29
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With these remarks, I do not want to suggest that Dante was deliber-
ately hinting at something more than the ‘art of grammar’ as I previously 
defined it. I rather wish to point out that the actual practice of grammar 
teaching in his time included texts that de facto pertained to moral phi-
losophy. This fact could help us better to explain the whole passage as a 
flowing account that traces an educational development, starting from 
an advanced art of grammar applied to texts of moral philosophy and 
finally approaching the higher level of teaching and learning provided by 
schools and disputations.

Recent publications have extensively retraced the reception of 
the Consolation in thirteenth-century Florence. Here the dissemination 
of the original text was complemented by literary production clearly 
modelled on Boethius’s work, including both vernacular texts – such 
as Bono Giamboni’s Libro de’ vizi e delle virtudi – and Latin works that 
were vernacularised very quickly, for example Arrigo da Settimello’s 
Elegy and the treatises by Albertano da Brescia, such as the Liber consola-
tionis et consilii.30 This impressive body of works clearly shows how deep 
the influence of the Consolation was, and is a further element appear-
ing to contradict Dante’s remark about its being scarcely known. Even 
before the rather belated attempts at vernacularisation of the original 
text, Boethius’s lesson had a profound impact on Florentine civic culture 
through a vital vernacular literary production. Against this Dante could 
well claim his unmediated, integral and laborious reading of the orig-
inal text. If the vernacular tradition aimed to lay the foundations of a 
civic culture, detached from the Latin one produced mainly by ecclesi-
astical institutions (particularly in Florence, where a university was still 
to come),31 Dante apparently went in the opposite direction. He identi-
fied in the scuole delli religiosi (and possibly other studia) the source of a 
broad, direct and Latinate knowledge, mastered by professional teachers 
and by filosofanti well trained in the specialised exercise of the academic 
dispute.32 However limited to crumbs, only direct access to such knowl-
edge could legitimise Dante’s own project of vernacular dissemination of 
a doctrinal, Latinate culture.33

The prominence of Latin in late medieval education emerges in a 
passage of the Convivio itself, where Dante clarifies the many reasons for 
his love for the vernacular. The third one points out the ‘benefit’ that his 
mother tongue provided in granting him access to Latin, and so allowing 
him to advance along the ‘path of knowledge’:

questo mio volgare fu introduttore di me nella via di scienza, che è 
ultima perfezione [nostra], in quanto con esso io entrai nello latino 
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e con esso mi fu mostrato: lo quale latino poi mi fu via a più inanzi 
andare. E così è palese, e per me conosciuto, esso essere stato a me 
grandissimo benefattore.

(Cvo, I. xiii. 5)

[Moreover, this vernacular of mine was what led me into the path 
of knowledge which is our ultimate perfection, since through it I 
entered upon Latin and through its agency Latin was taught to me, 
which then became my path to further progress. So it is evident that 
it has been a very great benefactor to me, and this I acknowledge.]

As Fioravanti’s commentary points out, this statement seems to support 
the evidence we have of a use of the vernacular in teaching Latin texts.34 
What is more important to my argument, however, is that, in Dante’s 
view, the most advanced improvement in knowledge seems to have been 
granted to him exclusively by his Latin-based education. The author 
defines the service that the vernacular made in helping him to access 
Latin texts a ‘grandissimo beneficio’ [very great benefit] (Cvo, I. xiii. 3). 
Such a label ought not to be overlooked in the light of the ‘benefit’ that 
Dante himself seeks to provide to his readers with the Convivio. The rec-
ognition of the importance that Dante grants to the Latin training in his 
own education cannot but further enhance his role as founder of a new 
philosophy that he aims to convey in the new bread of his own vernacular 
(‘luce nuova, sole nuovo’ [a new light, a new sun], Cvo, I. xiii. 12). This 
would be a language eventually able to ‘manifestare conceputa sentenza’ 
[to make manifest the meaning conceived] (Cvo, I. x. 9).35

In justifying the use of the vernacular in his auto-commentary, 
Dante notoriously dismisses the previous philosophical vernacular cul-
ture. While the polemic against Taddeo Alderotti is explicit, Brunetto 
Latini’s choice to write his Tresor in langue d’oil is addressed in more 
oblique, but rather unequivocal terms (Cvo, I. x. 10–11).36 Most recently, 
Barański has fruitfully emphasised the relationship to Brunetto in Dante’s 
development of an alternative intellectual profile. Lombardo has specif-
ically pointed out the foundational role that the Tesoretto, as an unre-
alised prosimetrum, played for the mixture of lyric verse and prose that 
characterises both the Vita nova and the Convivio.37 Brunetto’s attempt, 
however, seems to impact on the Convivio in even wider ways. These 
involve not only matters of literary genre, but also of language, and the 
development of a vernacular poetry thoroughly able to convey philo-
sophical doctrine. In several points of the Tesoretto, Brunetto declares his 
intention to open up the meaning of his poetry through vernacular prose, 
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on the basis of the fact that rhymes constrain writing, and to undermine 
the understanding of the ‘sentenza’ [meaning]:

Ma perciò che la rima
si stringe a una lima
di concordar parole
come la rima vuole,
sì che molte fïate
le parole rimate
ascondon la sentenza
e mutan la ’ntendenza,
quando vorrò trattare
di cose che rimare
tenesse oscuritate,
con bella brevetate
ti parlerò per prosa
e disporrò la cosa
parlando in volgare,
ché tu intende ed apare.38

(Tesoretto, 411–26)

[Since rhyme constrains to make words match on its basis, in such 
a way that rhymed words often hide their meaning and affect their 
understanding, when I will deal with subjects that would remain 
obscure in poetry, I will speak in a pleasantly brief prose, and I will 
explain the whole thing in the vernacular, so that you will under-
stand and learn.]

Brunetto’s insistence on metaphors of light and obscurity is prominent: 
he will use a ‘pure’ vernacular so as not to be obscure (‘’n bel volgare e 
puro, | tal che non sia oscuro | vi dicerò per prosa’, 1119–21); at the very 
end, he announces the intention to switch to prose ‘per dir più chiara-
mente’ [to speak more clearly, 2901]. I have little doubt that Dante had 
these lines in mind while announcing the ‘luce nuova, sole nuovo’ of his 
new ‘bread’.39 What is more, Brunetto’s remark about the constraints of 
poetry is first embraced by Dante:

per questo comento la gran bontade del volgare di sì [si vedrà]; 
però che si vedrà la sua vertù, sì com’è per esso altissimi e novis-
simi concetti convenevolemente, sufficientemente e aconciamente, 
quasi come per esso latino, manifestare; [la quale non si potea bene 
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manifestare] nelle cose rimate per le accidentali adornezze che 
quivi sono connesse, cioè la rima e lo tempo e lo numero regolato.

(Cvo, I. x. 12)

[by means of this commentary the great goodness of the vernacular 
of sì will be seen, because its virtue will be made evident, namely 
how it expresses the loftiest and the most unusual conceptions 
almost as aptly, fully, and gracefully as Latin, something that could 
not be expressed perfectly in verse, because of the accidental adorn-
ments that are tied to it, that is, rhyme and meter.]

This is then to be reformulated at the end of the first book as the vernac-
ular’s ultimate aim:

Ciascuna cosa studia naturalmente alla sua conservazione: onde, 
se lo volgare per sé studiare potesse, studierebbe a quella; e quella 
sarebbe aconciare sé a più stabilitate, e più stabilitate non potrebbe 
avere che [in] legar sé con numero e con rime. E questo medesimo 
studio è stato mio.

(Cvo, I. xiii. 6–7)

[Everything by nature pursues its own preservation; thus if the ver-
nacular could by itself pursue anything, it would pursue that; and 
that would be to secure itself greater stability, and greater stability 
it could gain only by binding itself with meter and with rhyme. This 
has been precisely my purpose.]

As Ascoli has pointed out, rhythm and rhyme, ‘previously dismissed as 
external adornments to be stripped away in order to reveal the true con-
ceptualizing beauty and goodness of vernacular prose, are now recuper-
ated as the instruments by which Dante-poet imposes unifying stability 
on the “volgare,” a stability which echoes both the “nobility” and the 
“bellezza” earlier attributed to Latin’.40

As Dante scholars, we cannot but lament the laconic concision 
of Dante’s account of his intellectual formation, as we painfully try to 
explain it better, step by step. Yet none of the words and parentheses of 
Cvo, II. xii. 1–7, which feature at a turning point of the book, is less than 
carefully chosen and crafted. It seems to me that Dante intentionally 
excludes the previous doctrinal vernacular culture from the account of 
his formation, in order to draw an intellectual self-portrait that proudly 
achieves the level of middle and higher education, up to the foot of the 
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high table of wisdom. He does so by staging himself strenuously read-
ing two key Latin texts. One of them, Boethius’s Consolation, was leav-
ing an imprint on Florentine vernacular culture in massive, but mainly 
oblique and mediated ways; the other, the De amicitia, had apparently 
disappeared from the curriculum of the schools and was generally disre-
garded by Florentine intellectuals in favour of Cicero’s political and rhe-
torical works.41 Once this position was acquired and his credentials were 
declared, Dante could finally and legitimately unfold his own project of 
founding a new lay philosophy in a new, strengthened vernacular. A pro-
ject, which has to be understood as a beneficio and as an individual act of 
justice, that aims partially to amend the imbalances in the distribution of 
the ‘bread of the angels’.
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2011), 121–78 (136–9); Luca Lombardo, ‘“In sembianza di donna”. Reperti boeziani nei testi to-
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2
A Classicising Friar in Dante’s Florence: 
Servasanto da Faenza, Dante and the 
Ethics of Friendship*
Nicolò Maldina

The aim of this essay is rather limited, and perhaps the title may look 
ambitious when compared to its actual content. I shall not offer here a 
comprehensive discussion of the role of classical antiquity in shaping 
religious culture in Dante’s Italy, nor shall I presume definitively to 
solve any of the many problems related to the topic. On this occasion 
I shall not even try to sketch a well-rounded profile of the classicis-
ing friar mentioned in the title. Hence the subtitle: I propose to limit 
myself to posing a few still unaddressed questions on the reception 
of classical culture in Dante’s intellectual context. I shall do so by 
discussing a sermon preached on an unknown occasion (presumably 
in Florence during the last decades of the thirteenth century) by the 
Franciscan Servasanto da Faenza and later collected in the so-called 
De proprio sanctorum collection of his sermons, with a specific focus 
on the use made by the preacher of classical sources.1 Only towards 
the end of this brief discussion shall I touch on the importance to our 
understanding of Dante’s poetry of such a religious reading of classi-
cal culture.

The definition ‘classicizing friar’ comes from Beryl Smalley’s 
pioneering study on English Friars and Antiquity. The term ‘points to 
fondness for classical literature, history and myth’ displayed in ser-
mons, preaching aids and biblical commentaries written by a group of 
early fourteenth-century English friars centred mostly in Oxford and 
Cambridge ‘without suggesting that the group played any special part in 
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the rise of humanism’,2 insofar as they do not aim to produce a scholarly 
type of classicism but rather to use classical sources ‘for the furtherance 
of the Gospel through the art of preaching’.3 To the best of my knowl-
edge, to date only a few attempts have been undertaken to investigate 
the presence of a similar attitude in late medieval Italy. This, even though 
Billanovich’s seminal studies on Italian pre-humanism have long since 
established that an English friar was active as commentator of classical 
texts (including Seneca, Boethius and Livy) in central Italy, most notably 
between Pisa and Florence at the end of the thirteenth and the begin-
ning of the fourteenth centuries: the Dominican Nicholas Trevet.4 In 
what follows I shall argue that Servasanto can also be listed among these 
Italian classicising friars, in light of the high number of quotations and 
references to classical literature and culture in his surviving sermons. My 
discussion will focus on his role as mediator of classical texts to Dante’s 
intellectual context.

Among Servasanto’s many sermons rich in quotations from classi-
cal authorities, one worthy of special consideration is the first of two on 
St Bartholomew. It is based on a verse from the Gospel of Luke, ‘Amice, 
ascende superius’ [Friend, go up higher],5 and it develops an articulated 
discourse on friendship that aims to comment on this biblical authority 
by means of constant references to Cicero’s De amicitia. Although no such 
use of the De amicitia can be found in standard exegesis on the Gospel of 
Luke,6 the use of references to Cicero’s treatise to comment on that verse 
is not peculiar to Servasanto’s sermon. It can also be found in other ser-
mons from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.7 However, references 
to the same verse in late medieval preaching often occur in support of dis-
courses on knowledge. Sermons based on Luke 14. 10 are thus peculiar 
to university preaching. Here the focus is less on the first word (amice) 
than on the last two (ascende superius), so as to support a line of reason-
ing intended to celebrate study as true friendship to knowledge, i.e., the 
only activity that can elevate men on earth.8 By contrast, Servasanto’s 
sermon does offer a slightly different interpretation of the second half 
of the biblical verse, by reading (as we shall see towards the end of this 
essay) the adverb superius in a moral sense. This consists in a demon-
stration that Bartholomew was a good friend of Christ (‘verus ergo ami-
cus Bartholomeus fuit, quando Christo non diviti, sed summe pauperi 
se conjunxit’ [Bartholomew was in fact a good friend, when he joined 
Christ not for riches but for great poverty]).9 Such a reading is based on 
an articulated set of references to the notion of friendship as developed 
by classical, rather than biblical,10 authorities and including, in addition 
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to the aforementioned De amicitia, Valerius Maximus, Seneca, Boethius 
and Macrobius.11

Surprisingly enough, no extant manuscript of any of the classical 
authorities quoted by Servasanto can be found in the ancient catalogue 
of the library of Santa Croce.12 Nonetheless, excerpts from the majority of 
them (Valerius Maximus, Macrobius and Seneca) are present in a manu-
script now held in Florence’s Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, MS Plut. 6 
sin. 10, which had been housed in the Franciscan convent since the late 
thirteenth century.13 A closer look into this collection of notabilia is essen-
tial to a better understanding of Servasanto’s reading of classical culture 
in this sermon. Let us, for instance, consider an exemplum concerning 
Alexander the Great that Servasanto intended using to demonstrate that 
good friends are as united as if they were one, as well as to exhort his 
listeners to be good friends to each other, given that even pagans could 
be champions of friendship:14

Nam, postquam Alexander, 
rex Macedonum, regem 
Darius devicisset et regnum 
Persarum suo dominio sub-
jugasset, et ad quemdam 
locum, ubi erat mater Darii, 
devenisset, illa quemdam 
militem videns, quem prop-
ter elegantiam formae, et 
magnitudinem personae 
Alexandrum esse credidit, 
ipsum tanquam regem 
salutavit. Cumque audi-
ret, quo ille quem salutav-
erat, rex non esset, timens, 
verba querebat, quibus se 
excusaret. Cui rex: Nihil 
est, quod in hac re debeas 
formidare: quia et hic 
Alexander est, et ego sum id 
quod ipse est.15

Quod ita esse rex Alexander 
sensit. Darei castris, in quibus 
omnes necessarii eius erant, 
potitus Hephaestione gratis-
simo sibi latus suum tegente ad 
eos adloquendos uenit. Cuius 
aduentu mater Darei recreata 
humi prostratum caput erexit 
Hephaestionemque, quia et 
statura et forma praestabat, 
more Persarum adulata tam-
quam Alexandrum salutauit. 
Admonita deinde erroris per 
summam trepidationem excu-
sationis uerba quaerebat. Cui 
Alexander ‘nihil est’ inquit 
‘quod hoc nomine confundaris: 
nam et hic Alexander est’.16
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[In fact, after Alexander, 
king of the Macedonians, 
defeated King Darius and 
conquered the Persian king-
dom, and came to a certain 
place where Darius’s mother 
was, she, seeing a certain 
soldier and believing he 
was Alexander because of 
his graceful and magnifi-
cent appearance, welcomed 
him as the king. When she 
realised that he whom she 
welcomed was not the king, 
full of fear she asked to be 
excused. The king said to her: 
There is nothing to be afraid 
of, because he is Alexander 
too and I myself am what he 
himself is.]

[King Alexander realised that 
this was the case. He cap-
tured the camp of Darius, 
and with his favourite friend 
Hephaestion by his side, he 
came to speak to the relatives 
of Darius, who were all in the 
camp. The mother of Darius 
was cheered by his arrival and 
lifted up her head from the 
ground where she had lain 
prostrated. Since Hephaestion 
was more impressive in height 
and appearance, she bowed 
down before him in the Persian 
way, greeting him as if he were 
Alexander. When her mistake 
was pointed out, she was abso-
lutely terrified and tried to find 
words with which to excuse 
herself. But Alexander said to 
her, ‘There is no need to get 
upset just because of a name: 
he is Alexander too’.]

Here is Servasanto’s exemplum (on the left) alongside its most probable 
source (on the right): an anecdote narrated in Valerius Maximus’s Facta 
et dicta memorabilia. Although the exemplum is quite clearly a rewording 
of this text, Servasanto does not mention the name of the soldier mis-
taken for Alexander, who in the ancient versions of the anecdote is always 
named as Hephaestion; instead he narrates the story as if it occurred sim-
ply to ‘quemdam militem’ [a certain soldier]. Apart from this difference, 
which is indeed a major one, the exemplum shows strong links with the 
Facta et dicta: the most notable similarity is not the wording of the sen-
tence attributed to Alexander (‘hic Alexander est’ [Alexander is here as 
well]), which may well come from any of the other ancient versions of the 
story,17 but the simple fact that both Servasanto and Valerius Maximus 
link the anecdote to the theme of friendship: the first by narrating it in 
a sermon on friendship and the second by including it in his collection’s 
section on friendship. Whereas the other accounts put their stress on the 
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magnanimity of Alexander himself, these both focus on the fact that such 
magnanimity is a clear sign of his close friendship with Hephaestion.

Servasanto’s use of Valerius Maximus as a source for exempla from 
ancient history is not surprising, considering that such use is constant 
in his sermons.18 What is surprising is that this specific exemplum is not 
at all common in late medieval preaching: to the best of my knowledge 
the story is not included in any existing medieval sermon or collection of 
exempla. Yet the substitution of a character as essential as Hephaestion 
seems to point out that Servasanto is not copying the story directly from 
Valerius’s text. To date, I have not found any medieval version of the 
anecdote that fails to mention Hephaestion.

However, some observations on Servasanto as reader of the Facta 
et dicta become possible by considering the list of notabilia from Valerius 
Maximus’s texts present in the aforementioned manuscript from the 
library of Santa Croce. This list is alphabetical, and tends to group the 
exempla according to their relevance to the development of different 
moral themes. Under the letter ‘a’, the anonymous compiler also lists 
some passages from the Facta et dicta on friendship, introduced by the 
title ‘De amicitia l. iiii c. vii’, written in red characters.19 The title echoes 
precisely the chapter on friendship of the Facta et dicta (Book IV, chapter 
7), and is followed by a list of exempla. Here is the list, transcribed in 
bullet points and contrasted with the actual table of contents of Valerius’s 
text (in square brackets):

1. Comendatio amicitiae
2. Gracco et Blosio     [4.7.1]
3. Pomponio et Lectorio amicis G(aii) Gracci [4.7.2]
4. Lucio Regio et Scipione    [4.7.3]
5. Volupnio et Lucullo    [4.7.4]
6. Lucio Petronio et Celio    [4.7.5]
7. Terentio Servo et Decimo Bruto   [4.7.6]
8. Decimo Lelio cum Agrippa   [4.7.7]
9. Damone et Phytia     [4.7.ext. 1]

10. Amicitie effectibus magnis et plenis
11. Alexander et Ephestione    [4.7.ext. 2]
12. Pompeio et Valerio
13. Felicitate quo invidiam patiam

[1. Commendation of friendship; 2. On Gracchus and Blosius; 3. On 
Pomponius and Lectorius, friends of Gaius Gracchus; 4. On Lucius 
Regius and Scipio; 5. On Volupnius and Lucullus; 6. On Lucius 
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Petronius and Celius; 7. On Terentius Servus and Decimus Brutus; 
8. On Decimus Laelius with Agrippa; 9. On Damon and Pythias; 10. 
On the great and copious effects of friendship; 11. On Alexander 
and Hephaestion; 12. On Pompey and Valerius; 13. On felicity from 
enduring envy]

The list of notabilia follows the sequence of exempla in Valerius’s text 
quite closely, as they are listed in the same order. Moreover, the first of 
the notabilia (comendatio amicitiae) probably refers to the introduction 
of this section of exempla in the Facta et dicta (4. 7. Intr.), so that the first 
item on the list also reflects a passage in the classical source. The text 
which the list refers to, however, must have been slightly different from 
the modern standard edition, as it seems to contain three extra chapters: 
two on friendship itself (numbers 10 and 13 on the list), plus one extra 
exemplum (Pompeio et Valerio). Besides this difference, significant as it is, 
what matters most is that the list of notabilia testifies to the circulation in 
late thirteenth-century Florence of the anecdote on Alexander and Hep-
haestion as a good example relating to friendship.

The manuscript does not offer any suggestion that would explain why 
Servasanto fails to mention Hephaestion. However, its importance must not 
be underestimated, as it appears to be one of the most rich and complete 
collections of classical excerpta and authorities available at the library of 
Santa Croce during Servasanto’s stay in that convent.20 In this regard it is 
important to consider that the manuscript contains numerous quotes and 
exempla on friendship derived from ancient philosophers and writers. For 
instance, on the very first page there is a discussion of friendship drawn from 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, which focuses on the distinction between 
true and false friendship (ff.1r–2v).21 The presence of such a discussion tes-
tifies to the circulation of this theme in the Florentine environment, and of a 
distinction between different types of friendship that offers Servasanto the 
argument with which to begin his sermon by distinguishing between selfish 
and unselfish friendship (as we shall see later on).

This latter discussion is far less articulated than the Aristotelian one, 
but it is still significant that it reflects the same interests shown by the 
anonymous compiler of these notabilia. However, Servasanto does not 
follow the Aristotelian theory of friendship, and tends rather to ground 
his argument on the authority of Seneca’s Epistulae ad Lucilium, which are 
quoted twice in the sermon.22 This is a rather unusual choice. However, 
it makes complete sense once we take into account that the Florentine 
manuscript also contains an anthology of passages from Seneca’s works, 
mostly from the Espistulae themselves. These are transcribed according 
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to their relevance to different themes, among which there is also a com-
prehensive series of passages on friendship. It is thus quite clear that 
in the intellectual environment of Santa Croce, Seneca was also per-
ceived as an authority de amicitia: this makes Servasanto’s choice more 
understandable.

His first quotation from Seneca’s letters appears in support of the 
discussion of the long-standing tòpos of unselfish friendship, and reads 
as follows:

Seneca: Ergo amicum quaero cui serviam, pro quo mori valeam, 
non a quo munera ulla recipiam. Nam qui in amicitia non amici, 
sed sua commoda pensat, non bene cogitat, quia sicut coepit, sic 
desinet, et cum amicum viderit afflictum, discedet.23

[Seneca: therefore, I seek a friend to serve, for whom it is worth 
dying, not from whom to receive any reward. In fact, anyone who, 
being a friend, cares not about his friend but about his own conven-
ience, does not reflect properly, because as it began so it will end, 
and when he sees his friend suffering he will leave.]

What is to be stressed about this quote is, first and foremost, its origi-
nality. During the thirteenth century Seneca was used as an authority 
on friendship, albeit a minor one, also in other texts related to preach-
ing (most notably in Peraldus’s Summa), but with reference to different 
passages from the Senecan corpus, from both the De beneficiis and the 
Epistulae ad Lucilium.24 However, while Peraldus follows his sources 
quite closely, Servasanto’s quote does not appear in any work by Seneca, 
even though its content seems to echo a paragraph of a letter entirely 
devoted to the theme of friendship (‘In quid amicum paras? Ut habeam 
pro quo mori possim, ut habeam quem in exilium sequar, cuius me morti 
et opponam et impendam’ [For what purpose, then, do I make a man 
my friend? In order to have someone for whom I may die, whom I may 
follow into exile, against whose death I may stake my own life, and the 
pledge, too]).25 This letter is transcribed among other Senecan passages 
de amicitia in the Florentine manuscript: ‘Amici paro ut habeam pro quo 
mori possim, ut habeam quem in exilium sequar, cui me morti opponam 
et impendam’ [I make friends so as to have someone for whom I may die, 
to have someone to follow into exile, for whose death I may stake my own 
life, and the pledge, too].26

What I am suggesting is not necessarily that Servasanto is here 
putting into his own words a sentence that he found in this collection 
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of notabilia. Besides the fact that there is no positive evidence that 
Servasanto knew and used this manuscript, it might well be the case 
that the sentence worded as in his sermon also circulated in another, still 
unknown, florilegium.27 Still, it is worth observing that the rewording of 
Seneca’s passage (most notably its beginning: ‘In quid amicum paras?’) 
is similar both in Servasanto’s sermon (‘Ergo amicum quaero’) and in 
the Florentine collection (‘Amici paro’): the latter uses the same verb as 
Seneca (paro), but in a sentence syntactically closer rather to Servasanto 
than to Seneca (i.e., not phrased as a rhetorical question, but as a simple 
affirmation, ‘verb + direct object’). However, what I want to stress is that 
the manuscript Plut. 6 sin. 10 must have conveyed into the Florentine 
cultural context themes, authorities and exempla that at a first sight seem 
peculiar to Servasanto’s preaching style.

Whether or not this manuscript was a point of reference for 
Servasanto in terms of classical authors and motifs, the sermon on St 
Bartholomew, as mentioned, is an articulated discourse on friendship 
based on classical authorities. It is worth now moving on to consider the 
nature of such a discourse itself – or, to put it more precisely, to consider the 
ethics of friendship displayed in this sermon. Servasanto takes his starting 
point from a double reference to Cicero and Valerius Maximus, to make a 
point that echoes quite precisely the first observation made by Peraldus in 
his summa’s chapter on friendship: ‘Unde concludit Tullius, quod omnibus 
rebus humanis est amicitia praeponenda’ [Therefore Cicero concludes 
that friendship is to be preferred above all human things].28

Such a statement leads into a very traditional distinction between 
true and false friendship, and to the following, equally conventional, 
statement: ‘Non est enim credendus amicus, qui beneficiis cessantibus, 
amicitia divideretur, eo quod tales omnes amici fortunae sunt, non perso-
nae’ [In fact, he should not be considered a friend who, once the advan-
tages cease, breaks friendship, for these are friends to fortune not to the 
person].29 The notion of amici fortunae is a long-standing tòpos, present 
in many ancient and medieval texts including Ovid’s Tristia (‘Vix duo 
tresve homini […] superestis amici, | cetera fortunae, non mea, turba 
fuit’ [Barely you two or three of so many friends are left me: the rest were 
Fortune’s crew, not mine]) and Brunetto Latini’s Favolello (‘ch’amico 
di ventura | come rota si gira’ [because a friend of fortune turns like a 
wheel]).30 One might also add to the list Boncompagno da Signa’s chap-
ter De amico fortune, in his treatise on friendship31 – as well as words from 
Dante himself, who at the beginning of the Commedia makes Beatrice 
define his relationship with her as follows: ‘“l’amico mio, e non de la ven-
tura”’ [‘My friend, not the friend of fortune’] (Inf., II. 61).32
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This line of the poem has been read most often with reference 
to the just-mentioned passages from Ovid and Brunetto, as well as 
to a few lines from Abelard’s commentary to St Paul’s Letter to the 
Romans: ‘tale profecto homines, fortunae potius dicendi sunt amici 
quam hominis’ [certainly men of this sort are to be defined friends of 
fortune rather than of men].33 However, although these texts (espe-
cially the Tristia) clearly use the same wording as Dante, none of them 
offers a solid reference to the real sense of Dante’s verse. Beatrice is 
celebrating a true friendship. By contrast Ovid laments the lack of 
true friends and Brunetto describes a false friend, while Abelard uses 
the iunctura to distinguish between those who love God unselfishly 
and those who do so because of their desire to be saved in the after-
life.34 This latter use of the amici fortunae motif is particularly close to 
that of Servasanto: he celebrates St Bartholomew as a good friend of 
Christ, so as to exhort his audience to cultivate good friendship with 
God in order to be saved in the afterlife. Both texts present the same 
idea, but Servasanto’s sermon also helps to locate this form of dis-
course in Dante’s Florence. This latter circumstance is essential, espe-
cially when we try to read Dante’s verse in light of the theology of 
friendship displayed in a text not so widely circulated and well known 
as Aberlard’s commentary.35

Moreover, a closer look at other Florentine developments of this 
idea might help to shed some further light on the verse on friendship 
in Inferno II. Scholarship tends to offer two different interpretations of 
Beatrice’s definition. The first dates back to Jacopo della Lana, and reads 
the line as meaning ‘friend of mine, and not of fortune’, and thus, ‘my 
unfortunate friend’. The second, already present in Benvenuto da Imola’s 
commentary on Dante’s poem, reads ‘friend of mine, despite bad fortune’ 
and thus ‘my true friend’. The latter reading seems preferable. However, 
both readings interpret the verse as if Dante meant that he was a good 
friend to Beatrice, with reference to the relationship between the two 
as described in the Vita nova rather than in the Commedia itself. This is 
most probably because Dante himself stated that his reading of Cicero’s 
De amicitia after Beatrice’s death helped him conceive their relationship, 
and thus shape it poetically, in a completely different way towards the 
end of the Vita nova.36 I do not by any means want to suggest that this 
interpretation is groundless or, worse, wrong.37 In what follows I simply 
want to add a new shade to Beatrice’s definition that might well coexist 
with the traditional reading in the polysemy of Dante’s verse, by arguing 
that the development of the theme of friendship in Servasanto’s sermon 
leads to a better understanding of the traditional interpretation.
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Beforehand, however, it is worth observing that Beatrice’s defini-
tion is, to say the least, ambiguous. Conceived as a periphrasis to indi-
cate Dante-the-character, in the expression ‘l’amico mio’ [my friend], it 
is not clear whether the stress is on Dante being a friend to Beatrice (as 
in nearly all the commentaries) or on Beatrice being a friend to Dante. 
The distinction might look deceptive, and most probably the verse con-
tains both the senses, according to the mutuality intrinsic to friendship 
itself. However, while the first reading makes complete sense when com-
pared to the link that ties Dante to Beatrice from the Vita nova to the 
Commedia, the latter might help to shape an interpretation of the verse 
that also takes into account the context of the poem’s opening. In fact, 
the theme of friendship – or, to put it more precisely, the necessity for any 
good Christian to have good friends in order to walk the path that leads 
to Paradise – is developed by Bono Giamboni in a passage of his Libro 
de’ vizi e delle virtudi. He describes a situation particularly close to that 
in which Dante-the-character finds himself in the first two cantos of the 
Commedia:

E poi disse [scil. Philosophy]: Il regno di cielo è molto forte a con-
quistare, perché è posto molto ad alti, e vavisi per una stretta via, e 
per una piccola porta vi s’entra, secondo che t’ho detto di sopra. E 
ha ne la detta via molti nimici, i quali die e notte assaliscono altrui 
e non dormono niente, e se truovano alcuno in questa via che ben 
guernito e armato non sia e acompagnato, sì il fanno sozzamente 
a dietro tornare. E però fa bisogno a coloro che vi vanno che sian 
forniti di fedeli amici; e in altra guisa sarebber malamente traditi e 
ingannati.38

[And then she said: the kingdom of heaven is very hard to conquer, 
because it is built in a high place, and one reaches it by a narrow 
path, and one enters here through a small door, as I told you before. 
And in this path there are many enemies, who attack day and night, 
and who do not sleep at all, and if they find someone on this path 
who is not well supplied and armed and who is not accompanied 
they make him turn back so badly. And thus it is necessary to those 
who walk this path to be supplied with trustworthy friends; and 
otherwise they would be badly betrayed and deceived.]

In this brief passage we find a path that leads to Salvation that cannot 
be easily walked because of the presence of enemies that push back 
whoever aims to reach the summit. Hence the need for good friends 
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(‘fedeli amici’), in order to conquer those enemies and be saved. I do 
not want to downplay the differences between Bono’s text and the 
magnificent opening of the Commedia. It is significant, however, that 
Giamboni’s Libro introduces the theme of good friendship within a 
scene common to that late medieval Florentine didactic literature 
that has already been studied as a precedent for Inferno I and II (for 
instance, one cannot fail to see the similarities with the content of the 
Detto del gatto lupesco).39 In light of this passage from the Libro de’ 
vizi e delle virtudi, one might argue that Beatrice’s periphrasis is con-
ceived to stress that Dante will be saved (i.e., will not be stopped by 
the enemies encountered on his path to Salvation) also because he has 
a good friend to help him. In this regard it is worth observing not only 
that by specifying that Dante is a friend ‘ “non de la ventura” ’ [‘not of 
fortune’] Beatrice means that Dante and herself are good friends (i.e. 
not simply friends), but also that the verse ‘ “l’amico mio, e non de 
la ventura” ’ is the first of a tercet (Inf., II. 61–63) in which Beatrice 
establishes an explicit connection between this friendship and her 
intervention to save him because he has found himself stuck (‘ “ne la 
diserta piaggia è impedito” ’) after having been pushed back in trying 
to walk a path beset by fearful enemies (‘ “sì nel cammin, che volt’è 
per paura” ’).

This said, we shall now turn back to Servasanto’s sermon. The 
preacher discusses St Bartholomew’s friendship as an example of a more 
general form of friendship that every Prophet and Apostle must have 
with Christ. In other words, the point that Servasanto makes is that the 
capacity to be a good friend of Christ is an essential feature of every 
Prophet – or to put it more precisely, that it is not possible for anyone to 
be a Prophet (or Apostle, which in medieval terms is the same thing)40 
except by being a good friend to Christ. Servasanto clarifies this point by 
reporting the lack of true friends of Christ, and thus of Prophets, in his 
contemporary world:

Sed quis hodie Christi amicus? Ubi sunt hodie, quibus pandantur 
divina secreta? Ubi sunt hodie divina miracula? Ubi propheta, 
cui hodie pandantur divina secreta? Unde potest hodie dicere 
cum Propheta religio Christiana: Signa nostra non vidimus, iam 
non est propheta, et nos non cognoscet amplius [Psalms 73. 9]. 
Et illud: Prophetae nostri non invenerunt visionem a Domino 
[Jeremiah 2. 9]. Quis hodie, juxta Apostolum, cognovit sensum 
Domini? Aut quis consiliarius eius fuit? Sed quare, o fratres, haec 
omnia? Quare sic exclusi sumus a Domini nostri praesentia? 
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Numquid non sunt in Ecclesia Dei, qui digni essent hac gratia? 
Sunt quidem plurimi, sed ad hac gratia exclusi sunt propter pec-
cata populi. Non sumus, fratres mei, hac gratia digni, quia non 
sumus Dei amici, sed potius inimici.41

[But who nowadays is a friend of Christ? Where nowadays are those 
to whom divine secrets are opened? Where nowadays are divine 
miracles? Where a Prophet, to whom divine secrets are opened? 
Hence nowadays one can say with the Prophet of Christian religion 
‘we see not our signs, there is no more any Prophet, neither is there 
any among us that knoweth how long’. And that ‘our Prophets did 
not receive a vision from God’. Who nowadays as the Apostles knows 
the thoughts of God? Or who has been his counsellor? But why, 
brothers, all this? Why are we excluded from the presence of our 
God? Are there not in the Church of God men worthy of this grace? 
There are many, but they are excluded from this grace because of 
the sins of the community. We are not, brothers, worthy of this 
grace, because we are not friends of God but rather his enemies.]

Interpreted as such, the theme of good friendship (at this stage it is vital 
to remember that, as mentioned, Servasanto defines this feeling as not 
being a friend of fortune) reaches a more complex conclusion that that 
developed in Abelard’s commentary: returning to his tag from Luke, 
being a good friend of Christ (Amice) helps one to ascend (ascende supe-
rius) not only to otherworldly salvation (‘Ad subtilitatem excellentissimi 
premii’ [to the refinement of an excellent reward]), but also ‘ad digni-
tatem apostolici officii’ [to the dignity of the Apostolic office].42 While the 
first interpretation of Beatrice’s words in Inferno corroborates what we 
have said in relation to Bono’s conception of friendship, by supporting 
the idea that the ability to be a good friend is essential to gain Salvation, 
the latter adds a new shade to Beatrice’s periphrasis. The definition of 
Dante as a good friend of a lady who, by virtue of her otherworldly con-
dition, is part of a trio including St Lucy and the Virgin Mary herself,43 
implies that being her friend means, to a certain extent, also being a 
friend of the Divine.44 If we then consider this point bearing in mind that, 
as is well known, in the first two cantos of the poem explicit references to 
David and to St Paul set the ground, albeit implicitly, for the recognition 
of the prophetic and apostolic nature of Dante’s own poetry,45 it appears 
quite clearly that being defined as a good friend by Beatrice adds another 
reference to the qualities that make Dante suitable to undertake the task 
of becoming a Prophet of God.
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19. Florence, BML, MS Plut. 6 sin. 10, f. 62v.
20. As regards the classical authorities quoted by Servasanto and present in the manuscript, it 

should be observed that Macrobius is quoted in the sermon as the author of the Saturnalia 
(see PS, 593b: ‘Narrat et Marcrobius, quod multi fuerunt servi, et pagani, qui pro dominis suis 
temporalibus se tradiderunt morti’ [Also Macrobius narrates that there were many servants, 
even pagan ones, who gave themselves up to death for their earthly lords], with reference to 
Saturnalia, I. xi), but the list of notabilia in the Florentine manuscript refers to the commen-
tary on the Somnium Scipionis only.

21. See, on this section of the manuscript Brunetti and Gentili, ‘Una biblioteca’, 37, note 41.
22. Seneca must have been perceived as an authority on friendship within the Florentine envi-

ronment beyond Servasanto’s preaching as well: Bono Giamboni also refers to his work to set 
up a moral discourse on that theme in his Libro de’ vizi e delle virtudi: ‘onde dice Seneca: Aiuta 
e consiglia l’amico tuo in su’ bisogni, acciò che àl possi ritenere e vogliati bene, perché sanza 
amici non s’ha mai vita gioconda’ [therefore Seneca says: Help and advise your friend in his 
needs, so that you can keep him and so that he may love you, because without friends you will 
never have a happy life], quoted from the edition by Cesare Segre (Turin: Einaudi, 1968), 64; 
translation mine. In jointly discussing passages from Servasanto’s sermons and Giamboni’s 
treatises, it must be observed that no documentable links tie the two Florentine authors be-
sides the fact that they shared and helped shape the same intellectual environment. There is no 
evidence that Bono’s Della miseria dell’umana generazione is a re-elaboration of Servasanto’s 
works, as has been stated on several different occasions: see for instance St Alfonso Maria 
De Liguori, Opere ascetiche, ed. Oreste Gregorio, Giuseppe Cacciatore and Domenico Capone 
(Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 1960), 261; or as clearly appears also in the discus-
sion offered in Della miseria dell’uomo, Giardino di consolazione, Introduzione alle virtù di Bono 
 Giamboni, ed. Francesco Tassi (Florence: Guglielmo Piatti, 1836), xliv–xlv.

23. PS, 591a.
24. See for instance Peraldus, Summa, I, 181b: ‘Senec. in libro de beneficiis: Dic illis non quod 

volunt audire; sed quod velint semper audisse. Idem in epistolis: Amici vitia frangenda sunt: 

https://www.degruyter.com/view/db/btltll
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non amo illum, nisi offendero’ [Seneca in his book on benefits: Tell them not what they want 
to hear, but what they would like to hear always. The same author in his letters: One should 
break the sins of one’s friends: I do not love him if I don’t displease him] (translation mine). 
References are to Seneca, De benificiis, VI. 32 and Epistulae ad Lucilium, III. 25. 1. On Peral-
dus’s use of Seneca as authority on friendship, see ‘Das büch der tugenden’. Ein Compendium des 
14.Jahrhunderts über Moral und Recht nach der ‘Summa theologiae’ II–II des Thomas Aquin und 
anderen Werken der Scholastik und Kanonistik, ed. Klaus Berg and Monika Kasper (Tübingen: 
Max Miemeyer Verlag, 1984), 233. The study, however, fails to recognise that the quote from 
Seneca’s Epistulae is worded differently from its original, according to a version that must have 
circulated within the Dominican environment as part of a florilegium: the sentence is worded 
as in Peraldus also in Humberti de Romanis, Opera de vita regulari, ed. Joachim J. Berthier, 2 
vols (Rome: Typis A. Befani, 1888–9), II, 522.

25. Seneca, Epistulae ad Lucilium, I. 9. 10. English translation from the Loeb edition: Seneca, Epis-
tulae morales ad Lucilium, trans. Richard M. Gummere (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1917–25).

26. Florence, BML, MS Plut. 6 sin. 10, f. 21v. English translation mine.
27. In this regard, it is worth noting the other reference to Seneca (see PS, 591a: ‘Non enim debe-

mus amicitiam contrahere cum divite, quia dives est, sicut Seneca docet: quia, sicut mel mus-
cae sequuntur cadavera lupi, frumenta formicae, sic et falsi amici praedam sequuntur, non 
hominem, et fortunam potius, quam personam’ [In fact, we should not become friends with a 
rich man because he is rich, as Seneca teaches: as flies seek honey, wolves dead bodies and ants 
wheat, so false friends follow plunder, not men, and fortune rather than persons]). This ref-
erence also does not come directly from the Senecan corpus, but must have circulated among 
preachers, given that one can find it also in Antoninus of Florence’s Confessionale: see Con-
fessionale di Santo Antonino […] (Venice: Girolamo Scotto, 1566), 116: ‘Onde non è amicitia 
quella ch’è fondata in amor carnale, o in parentado, o in guadagno; ma come dice Seneca, 
Sicut formicae grana, mel muscae, cadavera lupi, sic turba ista amicorum praedam sequitur’ 
[Therefore it is not friendship if it is based on carnal love, or on kinship, or on profit; but as 
Seneca says: as ants seek wheat, flies honey, wolves dead bodies, so this crowd of friends fol-
lows plunder]. Translations mine.

28. PS, 590b. See Peraldus, Summa, I, 180a: ‘Tullius in lib. De Amicitia: Omnibus rebus humanis 
anteponenda est amicitia’ [Cicero in his book ‘On Friendship’: friendship is to be preferred 
above all human things]. See also PS, 590b: ‘Docet Tullius, et Valerius Maximus, quod amic-
itia propinquitati praefertur, eo quod ex propinquitate removeri amor potest, sed ex amicitia 
nunquam’ [Cicero and Valerius Maximus teach that friendship is to be preferred to proximi-
ty, insofar as one can remove love from proximity, but never from friendship]; and Peraldus, 
Summa, I, 180a: ‘Idem [scil. Cicero] in eod [scil. De amicitia] In hoc praestat amicitia pro-
pinquitati, quod ex propinquitate benevolentia tolli potest: ex amicitia non potest’ [The same 
author in the same book: in this friendship is better than proximity, because benevolence can 
be removed from proximity; [but] not from friendship].

29. PS, 591a.
30. On Brunetto’s discussion of friendship see in particular Patrizia Gasparini, ‘L’amitié comme 

fondement de la “concordia civium”. Le Favolello de Brunet Latin (et une nouvelle source du 
Tresor)’, Arzanà 13 (2010): 55–108.

31. See Amicitia di maestro Boncompagno da Signa, ed. by Sarina Nathan (Rome: La Società, 
1909), XXVII (64–6), which is the source for Brunetto’s Favolello: ‘Amicus fortunae tamquam 
rota volvitur et iudicat secundum casum’ [A friend of fortune turns like a wheel and judges 
according to circumstance] (64); and for further references to other texts on the same theme 
(19).

32. The problem of how to translate this line is further disussed below.
33. References to Ovid, Brunetto and Abelard are taken from existing scholarship on Inferno, 

II. 61. See, in particular, Mario Casella, ‘L’amico mio e non de la ventura’, Studi danteschi 27 
(1943): 117–34 and Francesco Mazzoni, Saggio di un nuovo commento alla ‘Divina Commedia’: 
Inferno canti I–III (Florence: Sansoni, 1967), 256–68. The translations of Brunetto and Abe-
lard are mine; Ovid is quoted from Anthony S. Kline’s translation, available at: https://www.
poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/OvidTristiaBkTwo.php.

34. On Dante’s notion of friendship as influenced by a Christian reading of classical sources on the 
subject see Filippa Modesto, Dante’s Idea of Friendship: the Transformation of a Classical Concept 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2015), 58–77.

https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/OvidTristiaBkTwo.php
https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/OvidTristiaBkTwo.php
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35. Only a few manuscripts of Abelard’s comment to St Paul’s Letter to the Romans survive: see 
Friedrich Stegmüller, Repertorium Biblicum Medii Aevii (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investi-
gaciónes Cientificas, 1949–61), nr. 6378, 741.

36. See Convivio, II. xii. 2–4, quoted following Franca Brambilla Ageno’s text (Florence: Le Lettere, 
1995): ‘Tuttavia, dopo alquanto tempo, la mia mente, che si argomentava di sanare, provide, 
poi che né ’l mio né l’altrui consolare valea, ritornare al modo che alcuno sconsolato avea te-
nuto a consolarsi; e misimi a leggere quello non conosciuto da molti libro di Boezio, nel quale, 
cattivo e discacciato, consolato s’avea. E udendo ancora che Tulio scritto avea un altro libro, nel 
quale, trattando dell’Amistade, avea toccate parole della consolazione di Lelio, uomo eccellen-
tissimo, nella morte di Scipione amico suo, misimi a leggere quello. E avegna che duro mi fosse 
nella prima entrare nella loro sentenza, finalmente v’entrai tanto entro, quanto l’arte di gra-
matica ch’io avea e un poco di mio ingegno potea fare; per lo quale ingegno molte cose, quasi 
come sognando, già vedea, sì come nella Vita Nova si può vedere’ [Nevertheless, after some 
time my mind, which was endeavouring to heal itself, resolved (since neither my own conso-
lation nor that of others availed) to resort to a method which a certain disconsolate individual 
has adopted to console himself; and I began to read that book of Boethius, not known to many, 
in which, while a prisoner and an exile, he had found consolation. And hearing further that 
Tully had written another book in which, while discussing Friendship, he had addressed words 
of consolation to Laelius, a man of the highest merit, upon the death of his friend Scipio, I set 
about reading it. Although it was difficult at first for me to penetrate their meaning, I finally 
penetrated it as deeply as my command of Latin and the small measure of my intellect enabled 
me to do, by which intellect I had perceived many things before, as in a dream, as may be seen 
in the New Life]. English translation from: Dante’s ‘Il Convivio’, trans. Richard H. Lansing (New 
York: Garland, 1990). For further discussion of this passage, see also Anna Pegoretti’s essay in 
this volume.

37. For an interpretation of the presence of the theme of friendship in the first two cantos of the 
Commedia, in relation to Dante’s moral salvation, see Modesto, 93–114.

38. Bono Giamboni, Libro de’ vizi e delle virtudi, XI, p.83.
39. See Antonio Lanza, Primi secoli. Saggi di letteratura italiana antica (Rome: Archivio Guido Izzi, 

1991), 41–59 and Franco Suitner, ‘Le tre fiere di Dante, la Queste e il Gatto lupesco’, in Dante e 
il mondo animale, ed. Giuseppe Crimi and Luca Marcozzi (Rome: Carocci, 2013), 34–48.

40. See Maldina, In pro del mondo, 60–80.
41. PS, 593a. I have added in square brackets the biblical passages quoted by Servasanto. It is 

worth observing that Servasanto builds the entire sermon around the contrast between the 
true friendship of which the Apostles were capable and the false friendship to Christ that char-
acterises his contemporary world. See PS, 593b: ‘O stultitia christiana, et amicitia falsa, sub 
christiano nomine palliata, quae sub pelle ovi lupium animum gerit’ [O Christian foolishness, 
and false friendship, covered under the name of Christian, that bears the soul of a wolf under 
the skin of a sheep].

42. PS, 593b–594a: ‘Quia ergo sic Christi fuit amicus, ideo audire meruit: Amice, ascende superi-
us. Nam ascendit primo ad dignitatem apostolici officii; secundo, ad excellentiam singularis 
martyrii, tertio vero, ad subtilitatem excellentissimi premii’ [Because he who has been this sort 
of friend to Christ thus deserves to be addressed as follows: Friend, go up higher. In fact, he 
ascended first to the dignity of the Apostolic office; secondly, to the excellence of martyrdom; 
thirdly to the refinement of an excellent reward].

43. See Inferno, II. 94–108 and 124–6.
44. This has to be considered since, in the very same canto, Dante is qualified as ‘fedele’ [faithful 

one] of St Lucy: Inferno, II. 98.
45. See also for other bibliographical references Maldina, In pro del mondo, 34–48.



46

3
An Ethical and Political Bestiary in the 
First Canto of Dante’s Comedy*

Giuseppe Ledda

Recent studies on animal imagery in the Comedy have shown how the 
poet draws on the reader’s knowledge of the symbolic values ascribed to 
animals in medieval tradition, and how he uses similar allegorical tech-
niques in new ways. In the past I have mostly examined the spiritual 
and religious meanings of these images. In this essay, my intention is 
instead to study animal imagery from a moral perspective, in order to 
show how this repertory of images nourishes the ethical dimension of 
the poem. In particular, I will focus on the animals of the first canto: 
lonza, lion, wolf and hound.

Ed ecco, quasi al cominciar de l’erta,
una lonza leggera e presta molto,
che di pel macolato era coverta;

e non mi si partia dinanzi al volto,
anzi ’mpediva tanto il mio cammino,
ch’i’ fui per ritornar più volte vòlto.

Temp’ era dal principio del mattino,
e ’l sol montava ’n sù con quelle stelle
ch’eran con lui quando l’amor divino

mosse di prima quelle cose belle;
sì ch’a bene sperar m’era cagione
di quella fiera a la gaetta pelle

l’ora del tempo e la dolce stagione;
ma non sì che paura non mi desse
la vista che m’apparve d’un leone.

Questi parea che contra me venisse
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con la test’alta e con rabbiosa fame,
sì che parea che l’aere ne tremesse.

Ed una lupa, che di tutte brame
sembiava carca ne la sua magrezza,
e molte genti fé già viver grame,

questa mi porse tanto di gravezza
con la paura ch’uscia di sua vista,
ch’io perdei la speranza de l’altezza.

(Inf., I. 31–54)

[And behold, almost at the beginning of the steep, a lonza, light and 
very swift, covered with spotted fur; | and it did not depart from 
before my face but rather so impeded my way that I was at several 
turns turned to go back. | The time was the beginning of the morn-
ing, and the sun was mounting up with those stars that were with 
it when God’s love | first set those lovely things in motion; so that 
I took reason to have good hope of that beast with its gaily painted 
hide | from the hour of the morning and the sweet season; but not 
so that I did not fear the sight of a lion that appeared to me. | He 
appeared to be coming against me with his head high and with rag-
ing hunger, so that the air appeared to tremble at him. | And a she-
wolf, that seemed laden with all cravings in her leanness and has 
caused many peoples to live in wretchedness, | she put on me so 
much heaviness with the fear that came from the sight of her, that I 
lost hope of reaching the heights.]

Identifying the lonza

The lonza is a feline yet to be clearly identified by Dante scholars. I believe 
that in the context of medieval zoology it is a pardus, not a lynx, leopard 
or panther. Dante evidently modelled his triad of beasts on the episode 
in which the prophet Jeremiah warns of three beasts that threaten the 
populace in its sinful rebellion against the Lord: pardus, leo and lupus:

Idcirco percussit eos leo de silva, lupus ad vesperam vastavit eos, 
pardus vigilans super civitates eorum; omnis qui egressus fuerit ab 
eis capietur, quia multiplicatae sunt praevaricationes eorum, con-
fortatae sunt aversiones eorum.

(Jeremiah 5. 6)
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[Wherefore a lion out of the wood hath slain them, a wolf in the 
evening, hath spoiled them, a leopard watcheth for their cities: 
every one that shall go out thence shall be taken, because their 
transgressions are multiplied, their rebellions are strengthened.]

As the lion and wolf in Jeremiah correspond to the other two beasts in the 
first canto, the lonza should correspond to the pardus. The pardus also 
has many other relevant biblical occurrences, most of them in association 
with the lion or the wolf, sometimes with both.1

For that matter, the term lonza seems to be an alternative to pardo, 
which is a very rare term in old Italian.2 Dante could have chosen the 
form lonza so as to begin the names of all three beasts with the letter L, 
perhaps in a subtle reaffirmation that the evil manifested in the beasts 
is in fact a parodic reversal of good – for, as Dante recalls, El was God’s 
name in Hebrew.3 Medieval encyclopaedias describe the pardus as having 
a spotted pelt, great speed and ferocity, all qualities that Dante ascribes to 
the lonza. For instance, the influential encyclopaedia of Isidore of Seville 
says: ‘Pardus […] genus varium ac velocissimum et praeceps ad san-
guinem. Saltu enim ad mortem ruit’ [The pard, a beast of many colours, 
is very swift, likes blood, and kills with a leap].4

The spotted coat is also typical of the panther (Latin panthera), but 
this animal has completely different characteristics in respect to Dante’s 
lonza. It is a gentle beast, particularly celebrated for the sweet smell of its 
breath, and it always carries very positive symbolic values, being inter-
preted usually as an allegory of Christ.5 For these reasons, Dante’s lonza 
cannot be a panther. For other Dante commentators the lonza has to be 
identified as a leopard (Latin leopardus). But it is necessary to remem-
ber that in medieval zoology the leopard is nothing other than the off-
spring of a mating between a lion and a pardus: for this reason, it shares 
some properties with the pardus.6 The lynx too (Latin lynx), although 
more similar to a wolf than a lion, has a spotted coat like the pardus. No 
single bestiary or encyclopaedia attributes to the lynx the swiftness and 
agility that are two of the main characteristics of Dante’s lonza. Instead 
the lynx is well known for other properties, especially the fact that its 
urine changes into a hard, precious stone.7 The pardus, on the contrary, 
is always described as extremely swift (‘velocissimus’ for Isidore, and 
‘bestia velocissima’ in Bartholomaeus Anglicus),8 just as Dante’s lonza is 
‘light and very swift’ (‘leggera e presta molto’).

A close look at the few appearances in old Italian of the term lonza 
reinforces its identification with the pardus.9 Apart from an early, not 
very clear occurrence in the verse Proverbia quae dicuntur supra natura 
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feminarum,10 a more interesting presence of the lonza is that found later, 
in the poem entitled the Detto del gatto lupesco. Here the lonza appears in 
a list of the beasts gathered to obstruct the protagonist’s way. With the 
lonza (line 127: ‘e una lonça’), the poem mentions also ‘four leopards’ 
(line 125: ‘quattro leopardi’) and ‘the panther’ (line 131: ‘la pantera’).11 
Thanks to this text, we can also definitively exclude the possibility of 
identifying the lonza with the leopard or the panther. Some very interest-
ing occurrences can be found also in a pair of satirical sonnets by Rustico 
Filippi, which make evident the lonza’s nature: ferocious and coura-
geous, but also wild and brutal.12 Likewise, in a sonnet by Folgore da San 
Gimignano (the introductory sonnet to the ‘Corona’ della settimana), the 
sentence ‘Leggiero più che lonza o liopardo’ [lighter than a lonza or a 
leopard] makes it clear that the lonza is not the same creature as a leop-
ard.13 It also presents the adjective ‘leggero’ [light], used by Dante too, 
and by the biblical tradition for the pardus (‘levis’).

Other evidence for the identification of the lonza with the pardus 
can be found in the use of the French term lonce in Brunetto Latini’s Tresor. 
Here, in a passage where the Florentine encyclopaedist translates a pas-
sage by Isidore, the term that Brunetto translates with lonce is pardus.14 
Another proof comes from Giovanni Boccaccio, as reported in Benvenuto 
da Imola’s Dante commentary. After having examined all the other candi-
dates, Benvenuto concludes by arguing for the identification of the lonza 
with the pardus, partly on the basis of Boccaccio’s testimony.15

Lonza as pardus: a symbol of fraud

In medieval culture the pardus always has a negative allegorical value. It 
is commonly associated with diabolic symbolism or with the image of the 
sinner. As Eucherius of Lyon said, ‘Pardus diabolus vel peccator moribus 
varius’ [The pard is the devil or the sinner, fickle in his customs].16 The 
biblical presences of the pardus confirm the negative and primarily dia-
bolical meaning usually attributed to this animal. References to the par-
dus can be found in several biblical passages in which such negative values 
are evident,17 and are widely confirmed by medieval biblical exegesis.

From a moral viewpoint, the pardus is commonly associated 
with fraud, or with various vices in which fraud is implicated. So, for 
instance, one of the marginal notes in De proprietatibus rerum interprets 
the entry on the pardus with a ‘Nota contra dolosos et malitiosos’ [Note 
against tricksters and malicious people].18 The connection with fraud is 
extremely common in patristic literature and quotations could easily be 
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multiplied.19 Patristic and medieval exegesis of the biblical presences of 
the pardus also confirms this value. This is true for the interpretation of 
Jeremiah 5. 6:

Wherefore a lion out from the wood hath slain them, a wolf in the 
evening, hath spoiled them, a leopard [pardus] watcheth for their 
cities: every one that shall go out thence shall be taken, because their 
transgressions are multiplied; their rebellions are strengthened.

Aquinas, among others, considers the pardus in that passage a figure of 
Nebuchadnezzar, in consideration of his fraudulent nature (‘Quantum 
ad obsidionem urbis, pardus vigilans, idest Nabuchodonosor propter 
fraudulentiam’).20 Aquinas makes the same connection with fraud for 
the occurrence of pardus in Jeremiah 13. 23: ‘difficiliter potestis converti, 
Aethiops, propter naturalem infectionem peccati, pardus, propter dolosi-
tatem, vel diversitatem peccatorum’ [It is difficult for you to be changed, 
Ethiopian, due to the natural corruption of sin, pard, due to deceitfulness 
or the diversity of sinners].21

Another significant passage is Isaiah 11. 6: ‘Habitabit lupus cum 
agno, et pardus cum haedo accubabit; vitulus, et leo, et ovis, simul 
morabuntur’ [The wolf shall dwell with the lamb: and the leopard [par-
dus] shall lie down with the kid: the calf and the lion, and the sheep shall 
abide together]. Exegesis of this text, although often more generic,22 can 
sometimes be oriented towards fraud, as it is in Isidore of Seville’s De fide 
catholica: ‘In cuius ovili pardus cum haedo accubat permisti scilicet sub-
doli cum simplicibus’ [The pard lies down with the kid in its sheepfold, 
namely the deceitful mixed among the innocents];23 or in a sermon by 
Aelredus Rievallensis: ‘Pardus est animal quoddam plenum varietate: 
tales fuerunt aliqui vestrum, per calliditatem, per deceptionem, per 
fraudem’ [The pard is a particular animal that is full of changeability: just 
as some of you were, through cunning, through deceit, through fraud];24 
or in Aquinas: ‘pardus, astutus, cum haedo, simplice’ [the pard, cunning, 
with the kid, innocent].25 The same can be said of exegesis concerning the 
passage in Hosea 13. 7, although the evidence in this case is less clear.26

There are some quite generic interpretations for the passage from 
Daniel 7. 6: ‘et ecce alia quasi pardus et alas habebat avis quattuor 
super se, et quattuor capita erant in bestia; et potestas data est ei’ [After 
this I beheld, and lo, another like a leopard, and it had upon it four 
wings as of a fowl, and the beast had four heads, and power was given 
to it]. But a more precise reading is also common, which attributes the 
moral symbolism of fraud to the pardus – as can be seen in De eruditione  
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by Richard of Saint Victor, where the bear is interpreted as a figure of 
envy and the pardus as a symbol of hypocrisy and fraud.27 Patristic and 
medieval exegetes devote considerable attention, of course, to the pas-
sage from the Book of Revelation 13. 2. In this case too generic interpre-
tations can be found, as well as references to heretics without a precise 
moral interpretation, but the standard exegesis again connects the 
beast to fraud.28

Among the biblical references to the pardus, the most frequently 
commented in patristic and medieval literature is the strange passage in 
the Song of Solomon about the ‘montes pardorum’, that is, the mountains 
of the pards: ‘Veni de Libano, sponsa, veni de Libano, ingredere; respice de 
capite Amana, de vertice Sanir et Hermon, de cubilibus leonum, de mon-
tibus pardorum’ [Come from Libanus, my spouse, come from Libanus, 
come: thou shalt be crowned from the top of Amana, from the top of 
Sanir and Hermon, from the dens of the lions, from the mountains of the 
leopards [pardorum]] (4. 8). In this case too, besides some readings in a 
figural-historical sense, some allegorisations as a symbol of the devil or of 
heretics and some generic moralisations,29 the pardus is very frequently 
associated with fraud or with sins connected with fraud.30 On the other 
hand the lion, with which the pardus is paired in this passage, is usually 
viewed as an image of violence or of pride. Gregory the Great explains 
it in this way, for instance; as does the Venerable Bede: ‘cubilia etenim 
leonum ad montes sunt pardorum, hi qui acriore spirituum malignorum 
furore instigati, ad nocendum Christi gregem, et vi et fraude praevalent’ 
[For the dens of lions and the mountains of leopards are those incited 
by the more violent fury of evil spirits to inflict injury on Christ’s flock, 
who gain the upper hand by force and deceit].31 Sometimes the pardus’s 
form of fraud can be specified as hypocrisy, as in the Allegoriae in univer-
sam sacram scripturam by Rabanus Maurus: ‘Per pardum hypocritae, ut 
in Cantico’.32

Finally, the pardus’s speed and ferocity, added to its spotted pelt, 
made it an emblem of malice and trickery in medieval culture, not only 
in biblical exegesis, but also in naturalistic literature.

The lonza’s spotted pelt

The moral values most often imputed to the lonza in commentaries on the 
Comedy are lust, envy and fraud. Among these interpretations only the 
last, as we have seen, has a broad and solid historical basis in medieval 
culture, both in biblical exegesis and in naturalistic literature.
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Let us now turn to evidence found further along in the poem. The par-
ticiple maculato recurs only once in the poem, for the damned souls of the 
final bolgia, the counterfeiters ‘di schianze macolati’ [spotted with scabs] 
(Inf., XXIX. 75). This ties the lonza to the theme of fraud. Furthermore, the 
only other animal with a spotted skin is the monstrous Geryon, the ‘sozza 
imagine di froda’ [filthy image of fraud] (XVII. 7), which serves both as 
guardian of the eighth circle and as emblem of the sins of fraud punished 
there. Early in canto XVII the monster is said to have ‘lo dosso e ’l petto e 
ambedue le coste | dipinti […] di nodi e di rotelle’ [back and breast and 
both sides painted with knots and little wheels] (lines 14–15, italics mine). 
And right at the end of canto XVI the poet had recalled the lonza when, at 
Virgil’s request, Dante handed his master the cord he had ‘intorno cinta, | 
e con essa pensai alcuna volta | prender la lonza a la pelle dipinta’ [girding 
me, and with it I had thought at times to capture the lonza with the spotted 
(dipinta) hide] (XVI. 106–08, italics mine). So, only a few verses apart, the 
lonza and Geryon are defined with the same adjective, dipinto. And Virgil 
uses the cord to tame a painted-skinned beast, just as Dante had intended: 
only instead of the lonza the beast is Geryon. So we have a marked correla-
tion between the lonza and Geryon; it is extremely probable that the lonza 
bears a symbolic meaning of fraud, like Dante’s Geryon and like the pardus 
of the bestiaries.

In light of this correlation, I believe that the three beasts of Inferno 
I may correspond to the three forms of sin punished in Hell:33 fraud (the 
lonza), violence (the lion) and incontinence (the she-wolf). Here they are 
presented not in order of objective seriousness (as in the subdivision of Hell 
itself), but in order of the threats they pose to the subjective disposition of 
the protagonist – hardly at all inclined to fraud, rather more to violence 
and most to incontinence. From the first canto alone, however, the reader 
cannot draw a precise idea of all this. The elements that suggest this inter-
pretation only appear later on in the poem, with the subdivision of Hell in 
canto XI and the association of the lonza with fraud in cantos XVI–XVII.

Three beasts for three-fold sin

The three beasts are instead understood, by medieval commentators of 
Dante’s Comedy, as symbols of the three capital vices: the lonza repre-
senting lust, the lion pride and the she-wolf avaritia, in the particular 
sense of cupiditas.34

The idea that the lonza could be a symbol of lust is already very 
common in early commentary on the Comedy, but it has no foundation 
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in medieval symbolism associated with the animals. Indeed, there are 
only faint traces of the pardus as a supposed medieval symbol of lust. 
Nor should conclusions be drawn from the allusion to Virgil proposed 
along those lines by many commentators: ‘maculosae tegmine lyncis’ [in 
the pelt of the spotted lynx] (Aen., I. 323). The quotation is irrelevant, 
because it refers to the lynx, not to the pardus. For that matter the lynx’s 
spotted pelt is part of a trick played by Venus when she pretends to be 
a Spartan huntress. Rather than an element of iconography associated 
with Venus, it is a detail meant to characterise a life devoted to the hunt. 
Sometimes the commentators who sustain the symbolism of lust support 
their position by reference to the pervasive and undeniable symbolism 
of fraud; they argue that the beast, with its spotted coat, symbolises the 
fraudulent and deceitful enticement of lust.35 This is, obviously, a poor 
proof that rather confirms the strength and inescapability of the lonza’s 
interpretation as an image of fraud.36 It must be added that Geryon, the 
‘sozza imagine di froda’ to which the lonza is in various ways connected, 
has nothing to do with erotic-lustful fraud of this kind.

Another proof often alleged by scholars in favour of such an inter-
pretation is a passage from the Bestiario toscano, published by Milton 
Stahl Garver and Kenneth McKenzie. Here an animal named loncia is said 
to be a lustful beast37– but in this case it is an amplification of a common 
property usually attributed to the leopardus. Here the leopardus is indi-
cated with the term loncia. If we scrutinise this text more broadly and 
attentively, we can note that the alternative term lonça is here used for 
the she-pardus, or parda, who, after mating with a lion, gives birth to a 
loncia, that is a leopardus.38 The term leopardo is here used for male par-
dus. As can be seen, it is an extremely confused text from a lexical point 
of view. In any case such a text, among so much confusion, confirms that 
Dante’s lonza can be a she-pardus or a she-leopardus, but does not offer 
any decisive evidence for the interpretation of the lonza as a symbol of 
lust.39

The term pardo is almost totally absent in thirteenth- and four-
teenth-century Italian, but the term leopardo is widely attested. By 
contrast, in the Bible the term leopardus is almost absent, but there are 
several extremely important occurrences of the term pardus, which I 
have discussed above. The same can be said for patristic and medieval 
literature, especially when connected with biblical exegesis.

If the biblical-exegetical tradition paid great attention to the par-
dus and almost ignored the leopardus, it seems extremely implausible 
that – when taken together with two of the most relevant beasts of the 
biblical-exegetical tradition, the lion and the wolf – the animal indicated 
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by Dante with the term lonza could be identified with an animal with 
an extremely weak literary and biblical tradition, the leopardus, rather 
than with the extremely important pardus, so pervasively present in the 
Bible and in the exegetical tradition, where it also regularly accompanies 
the lion. Moreover, the fact remains that nowhere else in the Comedy is 
there an echo of the series lust, pride and avarice: this hypothetical series 
would therefore be totally isolated within the poem.

A similar series does in fact recur in the cantos that tackle Florence, 
namely pride, avarice and envy. The double repetition of this triad could 
tempt the reader retrospectively to interpret the three beasts of the first canto 
in this way;40 but medieval tradition does not support a reading of the lonza 
as a symbol of envy. Nor is the pardus ever a symbol of envy, which is instead 
ascribed to the lynx.41 But, as we have seen, the lonza is not a lynx.

The nineteenth century introduced a political reading of the three 
beasts as personifications of political entities: the lonza represents 
Florence, the lion the royal house of France and the she-wolf Rome’s Papal 
Curia.42 Today nobody would propose such an interpretation in an abso-
lute and exclusive way, but some scholars have suggested that a politi-
cal level may be present, without precluding the existence of a stronger, 
moral sense.43 This would also accord with the way in which biblical 
visions were interpreted in the Middle Ages: that is, with both a moral 
or allegorical sense and at the same time also a historical or political one.

The lion and the wolf

As for the lion, its many appearances in the Bible imbue it with different 
meanings. The principle of symbolic ambivalence is fundamental for the 
interpretation of the biblical and medieval bestiary. The lion is emblematic of 
this double-edged symbolism, as it can represent both Christ and the devil.44 
Naturally, the lion in the first canto can only be read in a negative sense, as a 
diabolic adversary, and enemy of humanity’s pursuit of happiness.

Countless medieval texts state explicitly that the lion represents the 
devil by its force and cruelty.45 Biblical exegesis insists on its diabolical 
symbolism also when associated with the pardus.46 In moral terms, the 
lion is associated with wrath in the bestiary of vices proposed by Boethius 
(Cons. Phil., IV. 3). Pride is also at times ascribed to the lion, and the lion’s 
posture in canto I with its head held high does encourage the reader to 
think of pride. Nonetheless, the lion’s evident pride does not contradict 
its possible symbolic value of violence: for the proud in Hell, in particular 
Farinata and Capaneus, are all punished among the violent. While the 
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posture con la testa alta could be indicative of pride, the ‘rabbiosa fame’ 
[raging hunger] suggests other vices, such as gluttony or avarice, while 
the adjective rabbiosa calls to mind wrath.

After the lonza and the lion comes a she-wolf. The noun magrezza 
[leanness] appears at only three points in the poem, first here and then 
twice in the depiction of the gluttonous in Purgatorio (XXIII. 39 and XXIV. 
69). It constitutes an evident link between the wolf and the vice of glut-
tony. In the Bible the wolf always has a negative value, and in medieval 
culture it is chiefly a symbol of the devil.47 In moral terms it is widely linked 
with avarice,48 but also with other vices, such as gluttony and lust.49

Let us examine the other occurrences of wolf imagery in the poem. 
The second occurrence, ‘maladetto lupo’ [cursed wolf] (Inf., VII. 8), refers 
to Pluto, the diabolic monster-guardian of the fourth circle, the place of 
misers and spendthrifts. Then in Purgatorio the wolf represents the three 
vices of excessive love for worldly goods, vices which correspond to the 
sins of incontinence in Hell: ‘Maladetta sie tu, antica lupa, | che più che 
tutte l’altre bestie hai preda | per la tua fame sanza fine cupa!’ [A curse 
be on you, ancient she-wolf, that more than any other beast find prey for 
your endlessly hollow hunger!] (Purg., XX. 10–12). To me, this seems to 
reinforce the identification of the three beasts with the three types of sin 
(fraud, violence and incontinence).50

In Inferno I, meanwhile, Virgil notes the she-wolf’s ‘bramosa voglia’ 
[greedy desire], so greedy that ‘dopo ’l pasto ha più fame che pria’ [after 
feeding she is hungrier than before] (Inf. I. 98–9). The food metaphors 
and the reference to desire or appetite place the she-wolf within the 
semantic sphere of incontinence, which overwhelms rational choice with 
disproportionate desire (e.g. in Inf., V. 38–9).

On another note, recurrences of the lupo (the masculine form of 
‘wolf’) throughout the poem are almost all concentrated around two 
entities: the people of Florence (Purg., XIV. 50–1, Par., XXV. 1–6) and 
the simoniac popes (Par., IX. 127–36, XXVII. 55) who, in a reversal of the 
good pastor image, are seen as wolves who rip apart the flocks entrusted 
to them.51 Hence wolf imagery also has a strong political valence. And in 
Paradiso XXV the animal emblem of the wolf is soldered onto the theme of 
autobiography, when Dante explicitly presents himself as ‘nimico ai lupi’ 
[enemy of the wolves] (line 6). A scene similar in some aspects to that in 
the poem’s first canto plays out in the Earthly Paradise, concluding in the 
prophecy of the ‘cinquecento diece e cinque’ [five hundred ten and five, 
Purg., XXXIII. 43], which corresponds to the hound that will drive the wolf-
beast into Hell. If a political reading of the symbols is undeniable in the  
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Earthly Paradise, it is hard to imagine that a similar reading should be 
irrelevant in the first canto of Inferno.

Another important aspect of the first canto is that the three beasts 
are never present on stage at the same time, but each one appears after the 
other: the lonza disappears when the lion appears, just as the lion disappears 
when the she-wolf appears. Beyond this, Virgil speaks of ‘“questa bestia, per 
la qual tu gride”’ [‘this beast at which you cry’] (line 94). For these reasons 
some scholars propose that it is a single diabolical beast – taking the form 
now of a lonza, now a lion and finally a she-wolf, in an everlasting meta-
morphosis of evil. Guglielmo Gorni has effectively defined this beast as the 
‘bestia una e trina’ [one and triune beast]. A correspondence between this 
diachronic trinity, in which evil presents itself at the beginning of the poem, 
will be found in a synchronic trinity at the bottom of Hell – that is, in Lucifer, 
as represented in the last canto of the first canticle (XXXIV. 37–45).52

The veltro

Coherently with the animal imagery employed thus far, the person who 
will defeat the she-wolf-beast and everything she represents is, in turn, 
presented via an animal image: that of the veltro, the hound, known for its 
great speed. If scholars have long disagreed on how to interpret the sym-
bolic value of the three beasts, the interpretation of the hound has been no 
less contentious; it has possibly been even more so.53 There are two main 
theories that read the hound either as an emperor, who will re-establish 
imperial power over an Italy devastated by corruption and civil wars, or 
as a saintly pope, who will conduct the Church back to its original purity 
and rightful, purely spiritual jurisdiction. Some readers have looked for 
a specific historical personage, be it an emperor or imperial vicar (Henry 
VII or Cangrande della Scala) or a pope (the Dominican Benedict XI). 
Another interpretation worth mentioning sees in the hound the Second 
Coming of Christ on Judgement Day. Finally, some readers consider the 
hound to be an allusion to Dante himself or, more precisely, to his poem, 
destined to restore justice to the world. As this variety of interpretations 
indicates, the open, indeterminate character of this image might indicate 
an essential polysemy – inviting the reader to interpret the hound via mul-
tiple discourses that may include, besides the moral and political, the rich 
metaliterary vein that runs through the poem.

The first canto of Inferno thus employs two typical modes for the 
use of animal imagery: firstly as moral symbols of vices or sinful dispo-
sitions, and secondly as political emblems. The canto also demonstrates 
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the author’s tendency to construct symbolic systems that combine multi-
ple animals, and to complicate this rhetorical device with the ambiguity 
of prophetic language and the polysemy of symbols.

Notes

* The author and editors would especially like to thank Sophie Fuller for her assistance in pre-
paring this essay for publication and in providing translations into English for the quotations in 
Latin, Italian and Old French. References to the Patrologia Latina (PL) refer to the ‘Patrologia 
Latina Database’.
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Enrique Alarcón (automato electronico Pompaelone ad Universitatis Studiorum Navarrensis: 
aedes a MM A.D.), available online at http://www.corpusthomisticum.org.

21. Aquinas, In Jeremiam, 13. 2. The same reading can be found in Thomas à Becket, Epistolae: 
‘pardus varietates suas, sic fallaciam et fraudem exuere nesciunt’ [like the pard its spots, they 
do not know how to cast off deceitfulness and fraud] (PL, 190. 498); Jacobus de Benevento, 
De adventu Antichristi, in S. Thomae de Aquino Opera omnia: ‘Assimilatur autem pardo propter 
varietatem fraudulentiarum suarum fraudulentus valde erit’ [Yet he is comparable to the pard, 
because of the variety of his deceits, he will be very deceitful].

22. In these generic interpretations, the pardus is connected to the multiplicity of sins. See for 
instance Rabanus Maurus, Allegoriae in universam sacram scripturam (PL, 112. 1022); Peter 
Damian, Dialogus inter Iudaeum et Christianum, ad Honestum (PL, 145. 62).

23. PL, 83. 466.
24. Sermones de tempore (PL, 195. 215). See also Martinus Legionensis, Sermones: ‘Pardus quia 

in se colores habet varios, significat subdolos’ [The pard because it has upon it many colours, 
signifies the treacherous] (PL, 208. 33).

25. Aquinas, Super Isaiam, 11, in S. Thomae de Aquino Opera omnia, available online at http://
www.corpusthomisticum.org.

26. See for instance Guibert of Nogent, Tropologiae in prophetas Asee et Amos ac Lamentationes 
Ieremiae (PL, 156. 407).

27. ‘Quid enim aliud est fraudolentia, quam astuta malitia, ad omnem fraudem tam prona quam 
prompta? Recte hypocritarum fraudolentia in pardo figuratur qui per totum corpus maculis 
quibusdam respergitur’ [For what else is deceitfulness than cunning wickedness, as much 
prone as eager for every fraud. Rightly the deceitfulness of the hypocrites is figured in the 
pard, which is spattered with certain spots over its whole body] (PL, 196. 1358–9).

28. See for instance Bruno of Asti, Expositio in Apocalypsim: ‘Pardus est animal multa macularum 
varietate depictum; merito ergo haec bestia pardo similis dicitur, quia ut infida, instabilis, 
versipellis, omnibus mentitur et in omnes deceptionis se vertit figuras’ [The pard is an animal 
painted with a wide variety of spots; deservedly, therefore, this beast is called similar to a 
pard, because as it is treacherous, inconstant, double-dealing, it lies to everyone and turns 
itself to all forms of deception] (PL, 165. 674); Haymo Halberstatensis, Expositio in Apoca-
lypsin: ‘In varietate siquidem pardi, […] ostenditur [...] omnium hypocritarum, atque omni-
um reproborum fictae actiones’ [Accordingly, in the pard’s changeability is shown the feigned 
actions of all hypocrites and all reprobates] (PL, 117. 1093). See also the Uncertain Author’s 
Expositio in Apocalypsin (PL, 17. 883).

http://www.corpusthomisticum.org
http://www.corpusthomisticum.org
http://www.corpusthomisticum.org
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29. See for instance Bede, Allegorica expositio in Cantica canticorum: ‘Leones quippe sunt daemonia, 
propter superbiam; pardi, propter crudelitatem sive varietatem artium malignarum’ [Obviously, 
the lions are devils because of their pride; the pards, because of their cruelty or the variety of 
their malign deceits] (PL, 91. 1138); Anselm of Laon, Enarrationes in Cantica canticorum: ‘quia 
distincti sunt variis sectis et haeresibus, sicut pardus variis maculis’ [because they are distin-
guished by their various sects and heresies, just as the pard by its various spots] (PL, 162. 1208); 
Onorius of Autun, Expositio in Cantica canticorum: ‘Pardi vero sunt haeretici in dogmate erroris 
varii’ [In truth the pards are the heretics, differing in their doctrine of error] (PL, 172. 418–20).

30. See also Uncertain Author, Expositio in Cantica Canticorum (attributed to Cassiodorus): ‘Cor-
onatur [scil. Ecclesia] et de cubilibus leonum et montibus pardorum, quando superbos et 
quosque saevos ac dolosos convertit’ [She [i.e. the Church] is crowned both by the dens of lions 
and the mountains of pards, at which time she converts the proud and those who are savages 
and the treacherous] (PL, 70. 1076); Gregory the Great, Expositio super Cantica canticorum: 
‘Pardi quippe maculas in cute semper portant, per quos qui alii quam hypocritae vel discord-
es significantur?’ [The pards, of course, always wear spots on their skin, by which who other  
than the hypocrites or the inconsistent could be signified?] (PL, 79. 511–12); Gillebertus de 
Hoilandia, Sermones in Canticum Salomonis: ‘Nescio enim quid asperum, quid ferum, quid 
fraudulentum in his vel nominibus, vel naturis datur intelligi’ [For I do not know any rough, 
any savage, any deceitful thing that is given to be undersood in either these names or natures] 
(PL, 184. 151); Thomas Cisterciensis, Commentaria in Cantica canticorum: ‘Quia pardus est 
animal distinctum variis maculis, designantur duplices et deceptores’ [Because the pard is an 
animal distinguished by various spots, they are marked out as duplicitous and betrayers] (PL, 
206. 291); Martinus Legionensis, Sermones: ‘Pardi quippe maculas in cute semper portant, per 
quos quam hypocritae vel discordes significantur?’ [The pards, of course, always wear spots on 
their skin, by which the hypocrites or the inconsistent are signified] (PL, 208. 1208); Alanus 
de Insulis, Distinctiones dictionum theologicalium: ‘Pardus proprie. Dicitur etiam haereticus qui 
diversis fraudibus decipit’ [The pard, specifically. It is said also [to be] the heretic who deceives 
by his different frauds] (PL, 210. 891); Peter Damian, Sermones: ‘pardi autem, quia hoc ani-
mal varii coloris est, propter deceptionis ac fraudis multimodam varietatem’ [pards, however, 
because this animal is of differing colour, on account of the multiplicitous variety of deception 
and fraud] (PL, 144. 688; passage repeated by Peter in his Collectanea in Vetus Testamentum, PL, 
145. 1147); Wolbero Sancti Pantaleoni, Commentaria in Cantica canticorum (PL, 195. 1160); 
Richard of Saint Victor, In Cantica canticorum explicatio: ‘Leones quoque et pardi sunt daemo-
nes; quia nunc, aperta iniquitate, saevientes quosdam decipiunt, nunc blandis consiliis et variis 
fraudibus rectos seducunt’ [Also lions and pards are devils; because now by open iniquity they 
deceive certain raging men, now by flattering counsel and by various frauds they seduce the up-
right] (PL, 196. 482); Philip of Harveng, Commentaria in Cantica canticorum (PL, 203. 383–4).

31. Bede, Allegorica expositio in Cantica canticorum (PL, 91. 1138). English translation from The 
Venerable Bede: On the Song of Songs and Selected Writings, translated, edited and introduced 
by Arthur Holder (New York: Paulist Press, 2011),120.

32. PL, 112. 1022. See also Gilbert Foliot, Expositio in Cantica canticorum (PL, 202. 1259).
33. This interpretation has been proposed by some commentators, including Carlo Steiner, Isidoro 

Del Lungo, Carlo Grabher and Luigi Pietrobono, and more recently by Charles S. Singleton, 
Robert Hollander and Nicola Fosca (for the sake of convenience, commentaries are cited wher-
ever possible following the Dartmouth Dante Project (DDP): https://dante.dartmouth.edu/). 
Daniele Maria Pegorari brings new arguments and evidence to support the interpretation, 
in ‘La lonza svelata. Fonti classiche, cristiane e “interne” dell’allegoria della frode’, Giornale 
storico della Letteratura italiana, 192 (2015): 523–41.

34. This interpretation is maintained by Fernando Salsano and Gaetano Ragonese, ‘Fiera’, in 
Enciclopedia Dantesca (ED), 6 vols (Rome: Istituto dell’Enciclopedia Italiana, 1970–8), II 
(1970), 857–61, which also provides references to the ancient commentary tradition. Other 
references and arguments supporting this position are offered by Francesco Mazzoni, who 
considers the three beasts ‘il simbolo concreto di tre impedimenti radicali (cioè connaturati 
all’uomo) propri della natura umana vulnerata dal peccato d’origine (e quindi comuni a tutti 
gli uomini)’ [the concrete symbol of the three radical (i.e. of second nature to men) imped-
iments [that are] characteristic of human nature wounded by Original Sin (and therefore 
common to all men)]: Saggio di un nuovo commento alla ‘Divina Commedia’: Inferno canti I–III 
(Florence: Sansoni, 1967), ad Inf. I. 21. These three impediments are understood to be the 
same that St John also speaks of: ‘Omne quod est in mundo, concupiscentia carnis est, et con-
cupiscentia oculorum, et superbia vitae, quae non est ex patre, sed ex mundo est’ [For all that 

https://dante.dartmouth.edu/
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is in the world, is the concupiscence of the flesh, and the concupiscence of the eyes, and the 
pride of life, which is not of the Father, but is of the world] (1 John 2. 16). The same position 
is supported in the commentaries by Umberto Bosco and Giovanni Reggio; Anna Maria Chi-
avacci Leonardi; Giorgio Inglese (Rome: Carocci, 2016); Saverio Bellomo (Turin: Einaudi, 
2011). Inglese’s argumentation is especially clear: after quoting the passage from Jeremiah 
5. 6, he appends a reference to Hugh of St Cher, that has become a commonplace in the 
commentary tradition since the early nineteenth-century essay by Giovanni Busnelli, Il sim-
bolo delle tre fiere dantesche: ricerche e studi intorno al prologo della Commedia (Rome: Civiltà 
Cattolica, 1909), 35. Inglese’s contribution reads: ‘Ugo di San Caro (m. 1263) vede in queste 
belve il diavolo in tre forme: “mystice leo est diabolus inquantum est superbus, lupus […] 
inquantum de luxuria [temptat] […] pardus […] inquantum de avaritia” (ed. Colonia 1621, 
t. IV, c. 190v). In D. le tre fiere, che impediscono l’ascesa al bene, hanno appunto il ruolo di 
tentazioni diaboliche, più o meno forti: “lussuria, superbia, avarizia” […]. Determinante I Io. 
2, 16: “omne quod est in mundo concupiscentia carnis [desiderio carnale] et concupiscentia 
oculorum [brama di possesso] est et superbia vitae”’ [Hugh of St Cher (d.1263) sees in these 
beasts the devil in three forms: ‘symbolically the lion is the devil in as much as he is proud, 
the wolf […] in as much as he tempts by lust […], the pard […] in as much as by avarice’ (ed. 
Colonia 1621, vol. IV, fol. 190v). In D. the three beasts, which block the ascent to righteous-
ness, have exactly the role of the devil’s temptations, whether stronger or weaker: ‘lust, pride, 
avarice’ […]. As I John 2. 16 avers: ‘For all that is in the world, is the concupiscence of the 
flesh (carnal desire), and the concupiscence of the eyes (desire for worldly goods), and the 
pride of life’]. This exegetical tradition suggests a connection between Hugh of St Cher’s gloss 
to Jeremiah and the passage from St John’s epistle. But no trace of such a connection can be 
found in Hugh’s text. The two traditions are entirely separate, connected only in Dantean 
exegesis. Nor could the complete passage of Hugh of St Cher on Jeremiah be used as proof 
for the interpretation of the three beasts as symbols of lust, pride and avarice: ‘Mystice. Leo 
est diabolus, in quantum est superbus, et in quantum de superbia tentat. Lupus, ipse idem de 
luxuria, quia lupus gaudet de effusione sanguinis. Pardus in quantum de avaritia, quia variat, 
et turbat cor, et in quantum de dolositate, et fallacia’ [Symbolically: the lion is the devil, in as 
much as he is proud, and in as much as he tempts by pride; the wolf, [the devil] as he tempts 
by lust, because the wolf rejoices in the spilling of blood; the pard, in as much as [he tempts] 
by avarice, because he fluctuates and disturbs the heart, and in as much as [he tempts] by 
trickery and by deception]: Hugonis Cardinalis, Opera Omnia in Universum Vetus, et Novum 
Testamentum, 8 vols (Venice: apud Nicolaum Pezzana, 1703), IV, 190. As can be seen, while 
in Hugh there are the three vices of pride, lust and avarice, the correspondence between 
animals and vices is different from that proposed by Dante commentators. Only the meaning 
of the lion is the same. The she-wolf, instead, is interpreted as a symbol of lust, not of avarice, 
and the pardus as a symbol of avarice, not of lust. Moreover, a connection with fraud is also 
suggested for the pardus: ‘Pardus […] et in quantum de dolositate, et fallacia’ [The pard […] 
in as much as [he tempts] both by trickery and by deception]. So Hugh’s passage cannot be 
used as a proof for the traditional interpretation of the three beasts as symbols of lust, pride 
and avarice. On the contrary, it adds another proof in favour of the interpretation of the lon-
za/pardus as a symbol of fraud.

35. See for instance the commentaries of Giorgio Padoan, Inferno (canti I–VIII), ed. Giorgio 
Padoan, in Opere di Dante: IX, ed. Vittore Branca, Francesco Maggini and Bruno Nardi, 
(Florence: Le Monnier, 1967), (DDP).

36. See for instance, Pietro Alighieri’s commentary, third redaction.
37. Milton Stahl Garver and Kenneth McKenzie, ‘Il bestiario toscano secondo la lezione dei codici 

di Parigi e di Roma’, Studj romanzi 8 (1912): 1–100. See also for instance ‘Fiera’, in ED.
38. This section of the Bestiario toscano is present only in appendices to the text witnessed in 

just two manuscripts out of a total of 16. See Bestiari medievali, 426–30, where this section is 
excluded.

39. The only property of the loncia here connected to lust is taken from Bartholomaeus Anglicus’s 
chapter on the pardus, an animal for which the symbolism of fraud is absolutely prevalent. The 
leopardus too, on the other hand, is presented by Bartholomaeus and by the Bestiario toscano 
as a cunning, astute and fraudulent animal.

40. See Inf., VI. 74–5: ‘superbia, invidia e avarizia sono | le tre faville c’hanno i cuori accesi’ 
[pride, envy, and greed are the three sparks that have set hearts ablaze]; XV. 68: ‘gent’è avara, 
 invidiosa e superba’ [they are a people avaricious, envious, and proud]. The entry ‘Lonza’ in 
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the ED attributes this proposal originally to Castelvetro: ‘Lonza’, ED, III (1971), 691. For a 
strong reaffirmation, see Gorni.

41. The medieval bestiary tradition that the lynx’s urine changes into a hard, precious stone, some-
times concealed by the animal to impede its pursuers, can make it a symbol of envy: see the 
sources in note 7 above, plus Ps.-Hugh of St Victor, De bestiis, III. 3 (PL 177. 84).

42. For bibliographical references, see ‘Lonza’, in ED.
43. See for instance the commentaries of Mazzoni and Chiavacci Leonardi.
44. See Gregory the Great, Moralia in Iob, V. 21. 41, ed. Marcus Adriaen (Turnhout: Brepols, 

1979–85), in Corpus Christianorum Latinorum, 143: ‘Habet quippe leo virtutem, habet et 
saevitiam. Virtute ergo Dominum, saevitia diabolum signat’ [Of course the lion has strength, 
and has ferocity. By its strength, therefore, it represents the Lord, and by its ferocity it repre-
sents the devil]. See also Ciccarese, Animali simbolici, II, 13–19.

45. The diabolical symbolism of the lion is frequently underlined by Augustine, who associates the 
lion and the dragon. See, for instance, Enarratio in Psalmum, LXIX. 2 (PL, 36. 867): ‘Diabolus 
ille biformis est. Leo est in impetu, draco in insidiis’ [The devil himself is two-formed. He is the 
lion in his attack, the dragon in his ambushes]; Enarratio in Psalmum, XC. 9 (PL, 37. 1168): 
‘Leo aperte saevit; draco occulte insidiatur: utramque vim et potestatem habet diabolus’ [The 
lion rages openly; the dragon lies in ambush secretly: just as the devil has both force and pow-
er]. See also Rabanus Maurus, De universo: ‘Leo, Diabolus ob fortitudinem et crudelitatem’ 
[The lion, the devil on account of his strength and cruelty] (PL, 111, 219).

46. See the numerous texts quoted above.
47. See Augustine, Tractatus in Iohannis Evangelium, XLVI. 7: ‘Quis est lupus nisi diabolus?’ (PL 35, 

1731) [What is the wolf if not the devil?]; Ps.-Hugh of St Victor, De bestiis, III. 20 (PL, 177. 67): 
‘eius figuram diabolus portat’ [the devil bears the figure (of the wolf)]. The encyclopaedic tra-
dition underlines the proprieties of ferocity, anger and rapacity. See Isidore of Seville, Etym., 
XII. ii. 24: ‘Rapax autem bestia et cruoris appetens’ [It is a violent beast, eager for gore].

48. See Boethius, De consolatione philosophiae, ed. Karl Büchner (Heidelberg: Editiones Hei-
delbergenses, 19602), IV. iii. 17: ‘Avaritia fervet alienarum opum violentus ereptor: lupi 
similem dixeris’ [The violent despoiler of other men’s goods, enflamed with covetousness, 
surely resembles a wolf].

49. Morton W. Bloomfield, The Seven Deadly Sins (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State College Press, 
1952), 244; Mireille Vincent-Cassy, ‘Les animaux et les péchés capitaux: de la symbolique a 
l’emblématique’, in Le monde animal et ses représentations au Moyen Âge, ed. Francis Cervan 
(Toulouse: Université de Toulouse-Le Mirail, 1985), 121–32 (126–9). Bartholomaeus Angli-
cus: ‘Rapax autem bestia et cruoris appetens, qui rabie rapacitatis quemcumque invenerit tru-
cidat’ [It is a violent beast, eager for gore, which by the madness of rapacity slaughters whom-
ever it comes across]. Glosses such as: ‘Nota contra luxuriosos’ [Note against the lustful], and 
‘Nota contra gulosos’ [Note against the gluttonous] appear in the manuscript tradition. In the 
third book of the De bestiis can be found an interesting reference to the she-wolf: ‘Unde et 
meretrices lupas vocitamus, quia amatorum bona devastant’ [Whence we also call prostitutes 
she-wolves, because they lay waste to the possessions of their lovers], Ps.-Hugh of St Victor, 
De bestiis, III. 20 (PL, 177. 67). On the lustful nature of the she-wolf see also Brunetto Latini, 
Tresor, I. 190: ‘Et quant li tens de sa luxure vient, plusors loups ensivent par route une lieue; 
mes a la fin ele resgarde entre touz et eslit le plus laide qui gise o li’ [When it is time to mate, 
several males follow a female, and they all go around her, and finally the she-wolf looks them 
all over and selects the puniest and the ugliest and lies with him].

50. The mention of the she-wolf in Purg. XX is usually interpreted as referring to avarice. Yet in this 
passage it does not seem possible to distinguish the image of the she-wolf – given its radical 
negativity – from that of the ‘femmina balba’ of the protagonist’s dream in the previous canto 
(Purg. XIX, 10–60) who, as Virgil explicitly indicates, represents the three vices punished on 
the three last terraces of Purgatory: avarice, gluttony and lust. These vices are interpreted in 
Hell as sins of incontinence, therefore this reference is not incompatible with the interpreta-
tion of the three beasts as fraud, violence and incontinence.

51. Though the male wolf bears a different value in Ugolino’s dream, Inf., XXXIII. 29.
52. See Gorni.
53. See Sergio Cristaldi, La profezia imperfetta. Il veltro e l’escatologia medievale (Caltanissetta: 

Sciascia, 2011).
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4
Lust and the Law: Reading and 
Witnessing in Inferno V
Nicolò Crisafi and Elena Lombardi

Witnessing plays an important role in the storytelling of the Commedia. 
The poem is structured as a first-hand account of an otherworldly jour-
ney whose protagonist and narrator is keenly aware of the importance 
and problematic nature of testimony. At different stages in the poem, 
Dante calls attention to his role as eyewitness, defends his character and 
the credibility of his testimony, makes direct appeals to his audience and, 
in one notable instance, even swears by his poem that his story, as unbe-
lievable as it may seem, is true:1

Sempre a quel ver c’ha faccia di menzogna
de’ l’uom chiuder le labbra fin ch’el puote,
però che sanza colpa fa vergogna;

ma qui tacer nol posso; e per le note
di questa comedìa, lettor, ti giuro,
s’elle non sien di lunga grazia vòte,

ch’i’ vidi per quell’aere grosso e scuro
venir notando una figura in suso,
maravigliosa ad ogne cor sicuro.

(Inf., XVI. 124–32)

[Always, to every truth that looks, in face, | like lies, one ought (quite 
firmly) bar the lip | lest, guiltless, what one says should still bring 
shame. | I cannot, though, be silent here. Reader, | I swear by every 
rhyme this comedy | has caused to chime (may it not lack long favour) 
| that now, through dark and fatty air, I saw – | to strike sheer wonder 
in the steadiest heart – | approaching us a figure swimming up.]
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Confronted with an unbelievable ‘fictional’ truth (‘quel ver c’ha faccia di 
menzogna’), Dante fulfils the formalities of witnesses at medieval trials by 
swearing his truthfulness.2 Thus the poet-witness exacts the reader-juror’s 
attention by taking an oath on his poem. The ‘comedìa’, invoked here for the 
first time with its (probable) title, is presented as a rather extraordinary tex-
tual object: while swearing by it evokes a stable, written, bound and even 
‘sacred’ idea of the book,3 its ‘notes’ evoke its oral, aural, continuous and, 
importantly, poetic aspects. The reader who believes his truth-claims is 
entrusted with the task of verifying Dante’s words, by upholding the future 
fame of his work (‘s’elle non sien di lunga grazia vòte’, 129).4 This paradox 
takes a more imperceptible form late in the poem, when the ‘poema sacro’ 
[sacred poem] itself performs the aspiration of this oath that the grace of 
Dante’s readership may overcome adverse historical conditions in Florence 
to reinstate him to his rightful place in the city (Par., XXV. 1–9).5

Dante is not the only witness in the Commedia, nor is this the first time 
that he calls the reader’s attention to the act of reading as involving a judge-
ment – not only of the stylistic or narrative success of a work of literature, 
but of its very truthfulness, or rather of its performativity of truthfulness. 
Inferno V, the first canto of Hell proper and the first to host what we might 
read as a testimony, is, among many other things, also a reflection on the 
role of the related practices of reading and storytelling. Dante dramatises 
these in several important ways – from Francesca’s transformative glossing 
of courtly love (lines 100–7) and her reading of the Lancelot (127–38) to 
the involvement of the extra-diegetic reader, captured in a hall of mirrors, 
where lovers and readers repeatedly exchange places.6 In this essay we focus 
on a particular aspect of such dramatisation – the ways in which witnessing 
and judging call into question two different aspects of the issue, reading and 
the law – as suggested by the rima equivoca ‘legge’: ‘si legge’ [law: it is read] 
(Inf., V. 56–8, and Purg., XXVI. 83–5) that links the representations of lust 
in the first two cantiche. Because of the gender of Dante’s first witness and 
of the other characters who are variously involved in reading and the law 
(Semiramis and Pasiphae), the cantos of lust also have something specific 
to say about the experience of women as witnesses in charge of their own 
story – and, importantly, how ‘we’, readers of all times, ‘read’ them.

Medieval discourses of lust

It is not by chance that issues of interpretation, law and gender come 
to react together in the circles of lust. Dante’s position on lust is ambig-
uous: the apparently plain ‘subjecting reason to desire’ [che la ragion 
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sommettono al talento] (Inf., V. 39) can be interpreted as a definition of 
sin in general (as a blinding of rationality), but also of cupiditas, the inor-
dinate desire at the heart of all human evil. More problematically, lust 
can also be a very fitting description for love: both earthly (as  Teodolinda 
Barolini has shown by gathering many examples in the love lyrics of 
Dante’s time) and divine (the bride of the Song of Solomon famously 
exclaiming, in Bernard of Clairvaux’s words, that she is carried by desire, 
not reason – ‘desiderio feror non ratione’); and it is tied, eclectically yet 
inextricably, to written texts that talk about love.7

Dante’s ambivalent position on lust reflects a similar attitude in 
medieval culture, where lust is the unstable and destabilising interface 
between many discourses. In the Middle Ages lust is constructed in dif-
ferent ways in theological, monastic and pastoral environments, and 
involves such different disciplines as canon law and medicine.8 Lust is 
the only sin of incontinence of concern for medieval canonists due to 
its societal consequences. Like theologians, canonists broke down lust 
into ‘natural’ lust and lust that was ‘against nature’, and looked closely 
at those cases which intersected most with marriage law. Any sexual 
behaviour that deviated from marriage and reproduction (or threat-
ened the celibacy of the religious) was perceived as a menace to society. 
Strikingly, adultery was considered the most relevant sexual crime, even 
the ‘benchmark’ of major sexual offences, and sexual offences commit-
ted by women were regarded as more reprehensible than those commit-
ted by men. As James Brundage points out, ‘where medieval canonical 
records have been published and analyzed, they show with monotonous 
regularity that a major part of the routine business of the canonical 
courts consisted in routine prosecutions of fornicators and adulterers, 
many of them recidivist, interspersed with occasional actions against 
perpetrators of other sexual offences’.9

Dante, as is well known, treated lust with a relatively light and orig-
inal touch in Inferno V,10 and a unique, if heavier, touch in Purgatorio 
XXVI. Women and courtly poetry/poets are the central characters in 
the two cantos, which feature authority (literary and otherwise), social 
agency, adultery and the law as fundamental themes. Moreover, the 
question of the fame, or rather infamia, of lustful women, and its rela-
tion to the written text, is presented in rather dramatic ways in the two 
cantos. Perhaps not by chance a woman (Cunizza da Romano), a courtly 
poet barely disguised as a crusading bishop (Folquet de Marseille) and 
the (counterfactual) writing of history by Emperor Charles Martel resur-
face in the consciously inconsistent wrapping up of the theme of earthly 
desires in Paradiso VIII and IX.
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Reading and being read: the cases of Semiramis  
and Pasiphae

In Inferno V, shortly after defining lust through the broad categories of 
‘ragione’ and ‘talento’, Dante both rarefies and narrows them down in 
a long passage, the so-called catalogue of the ancients. Here, through 
a clever and intentional funnelling of the terminology of lust and the 
rhetoric of love, Dante guides the reader through the transition and 
indeed continuity between the sin of lust and the poeticised experience 
of love, poignantly illustrated by the rhyme ‘lussurïosa’: ‘amorosa’ in 
lines 61–3. The inveterate vice of lechery (‘vizio di lussuria’, 55) enters 
one side of this funnel and love exits on the other (‘amor’, 69). The tra-
ditional catalogue of the ancients in these lines lists exemplary texts 
and characters that form the ‘background library’ of this episode, as 
well as providing an illustration of the historical significance and soci-
etal consequences of lust. These tales of love are, as Amilcare Iannucci 
and Teodolinda Barolini have pointed out, also tales of power and war.11 
History, myth, lust, love and love poetry conflate here around a mostly 
female display of authority, both positing and shifting the parameters 
for interpretation.

‘La prima di color di cui novelle
tu vuo’ saper’, mi disse quelli allotta,
‘fu imperadrice di molte favelle.

A vizio di lussuria fu sì rotta,
che libito fé licito in sua legge,
per tòrre il biasmo in che era condotta.

Ell’è Semiramìs, di cui si legge
che succedette a Nino e fu sua sposa:
tenne la terra che ’l Soldan corregge.

L’altra è colei che s’ancise amorosa,
e ruppe fede al cener di Sicheo;
poi è Cleopatràs lussuriosa.

Elena vedi, per cui tanto reo
tempo si volse, e vedi ’l grande Achille,
che con amore al fine combatteo.

Vedi Parìs, Tristano’; e più di mille
ombre mostrommi e nominommi a dito,
ch’amor di nostra vita dipartille.

(Inf., V. 52–69)
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[‘The first of those whose tale you wish to hear,’ | he answered me 
without a moment’s pause, | ‘governed as empress over diverse 
tongues. | She was so wracked by lust and luxury, | licentiousness 
was legal under laws she made – | to lift the blame that she herself 
incurred. | This is Semiramis. Of her one reads | that she, though 
heir to Ninus, was his bride. | Her lands were those where now the 
Sultan reigns. | The other, lovelorn, slew herself and broke | her vow 
of faith to Sichaeus’s ashes. | And next, so lascivious, Cleopatra. | 
Helen. You see? Because of her, a wretched | waste of years went by. 
See! Great Achilles. | He fought with love until his final day. | Paris 
you see, and Tristan there.’ And more | than a thousand shadows he 
numbered, naming | them all, whom Love had led to leave our life.]

Words such as ‘lussuria’, ‘libito’ and ‘lussurïosa’ recall the traditional 
legal-theological lexicon of lust. Indeed, the law itself is called into question 
in a rather enigmatic manner. Semiramis ‘made lust licit in her law’ (‘libito 
fé licito in sua legge’, 56) – a line that plays on the replacement of a single 
letter, which paradoxically turns the most singular caprice of lust (‘libito’)12 
into what is legitimate for all (‘licito’). Semiramis’s legislation coincides with 
the very opposite of what the law should be, as it infringes its aspiration to 
universality and common wellbeing. Indeed, medieval commentators such 
as Jacopo della Lana clearly recognised and discussed the legal implications 
of Semiramis’s story.13 Like Minos’s mock trial at the beginning of the canto 
(lines 1–15, discussed in the following section), this recalling of the law 
plays with such expectations and is evidently caricatural and parodic.

Semiramis is the first sinner named in Hell, and the distinctive trait 
of her sins and tales is their being written about and handed down to be 
read: she is the one ‘of whom we read’ (‘di cui si legge’, 58).14 While later 
in the canto reading is featured as a complex, non-linear, transforming 
and transformative experience, here Semiramis’s stories are introduced 
in an unproblematic way: in books one reads of the shame of Semiramis. 
Yet the straightforward relation between Semiramis’s lawlessness and the 
authority of the written text is only apparent. As with Francesca’s read-
ing of the Lancelot later in the canto, here too Dante points to a specific 
text, Orosius’s Historia adversum paganos I. 4, from which two bits of 
semi-translation are taken: ‘succedette a Nino e fu sua sposa’ (‘huic mortuo 
Samiramis uxor successit’ [upon his death, his wife Semiramis succeeded 
him]) and a version of the very tongue-twister, ‘libito fé licito in sua legge’ 
(‘ut cuique libitum esset liberum fieret’ [that everyone would be free to do 
what they wished]), in which Dante pushes the legal agenda by changing 
‘liberum’ to ‘licito’ and adding ‘legge’.15 The impersonal ‘si legge’, however, 
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articulates here Semiramis’s status as bride of and legal successor to Ninus, 
and also her territorial power. But hearsay, as well as textual authority, also 
apparently contributes to the account of Semiramis’s imperial possessions 
and her extraordinary lechery. This is the amalgamated, citational view of 
Semiramis, widespread in the late Middle Ages, where Semiramis was a 
synecdoche for her city, the morally degenerate Babylon.16

In this compound view, evident also from the enthusiasm with 
which Dante’s early commentators embraced her characterisation, 
Semiramis is presented as a character of extraordinary historical agency 
and, therefore, of extreme sexual transgression. The first woman to 
become emperor, to do ‘what no other woman had done’ (dress like a 
man, shed human blood, have absolute power, construct and legis-
late), displaying rare prowess in conquest and in building and walling 
cities, she ‘must’ also be sexually transgressive. She is indeed credited 
with every possible sexual transgression: prostitution, cross-dressing, 
castrating young men, committing incest, even, interestingly, bestiality. 
Semiramis’s lust and blood-thirstiness thus merge into one, as Orosius 
puts it (‘libidine ardens, sanguinem sitiens’ [burning with lust, thirsting 
with blood], Historia adversum paganos I. 4).17

On the terrace of lust in Purgatorio XXVI, we find another powerful 
and sexually transgressive queen – and another confrontation between 
reading and the law. Dante’s originality here lies not only in bringing 
together homosexual and heterosexual inclinations, but also in interpret-
ing them both as ‘against nature’. On each half of the cornice, the ranks of 
the lustful meet, exchange chaste kisses, and declare their sins:

la nova gente: ‘Soddoma e Gomorra’;
e l’altra: ‘Ne la vacca entra Pasife,
perché ’l torello a sua lussuria corra’.

(Purg., XXVI. 40–2)

[(the new arrivals), ‘Sodom! Gomorrah!’ | ‘Into the cow,’ (the rest) 
‘went Pasiphae | to let the bull calf run his lust in her’.]

Later in the canto the main speaker, the poet Guido Guinizzelli, illustrates 
the excesses of the heterosexual lustful, emphasising the two opposite 
aspects of bestiality and legality:

‘Nostro peccato fu ermafrodito
ma perché non servammo umana legge,
seguendo come bestie l’appetito
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in obbrobrio di noi, per noi si legge,
quando partinci, il nome di colei
che s’imbestiò ne le ’mbestiate schegge’.

(Purg., XXVI. 82–7)

[‘Our sin, by contrast, was hermaphrodite. | And since we paid no 
heed to human law – | choosing to follow bestial appetites – | our-
selves we read out our opprobrium, | speaking, on leaving here, the 
name of one | who made herself a beast in beastlike planks’.]

In this passage Dante rephrases the notions of ‘ragione’ [reason] and 
‘ta lento’ [desire] from Inferno V into their amplifications: ‘human law’ 
and ‘bestiality’. By having Guido Guinizzelli illustrate the powerful exam-
ple of Pasiphae, Dante draws the reader’s attention to the ultimate simi-
larity sub specie aeternitatis between two extreme manifestations of what 
in Inferno V is referred to, ambiguously, as ‘love’: on the material/bodily 
side, the extreme sexual choice of ‘species crossing’; on the intellectual/
spiritual side, the extreme rarefaction of courtly love poetry.

The expression ‘umana legge’ [human law] is often glossed as ‘rea-
son’ in light of the submission of reason to desire of Inf., V. 39, and of a 
passage in Convivio where Dante states ‘chi dalla ragione si parte e usa 
pure la parte sensitiva, non vive uomo ma vive bestia’ [he who departs 
from his reason and uses merely his sensitive part lives not as a man but as 
a beast] (Cvo, II. vii. 4). The excerpt from Convivio points to the fact that 
being or becoming ‘like a beast’ is the consequence of sin in general and 
not of lust in particular, whereas in Purgatorio XXVI bestiality stands for 
only one of the subspecies of lust. According to Aquinas, bestiality was by 
far the worst form of lust: a sin that transgressed the bounds of humanity. 
Thus ‘human law’ might be rephrased as ‘the law of nature which super-
vises human intercourse’; it also stands for the laws of society protecting 
matrimony and lineage, since Pasiphae is an adulteress to begin with and 
her unlawful offspring an obvious threat to Cretan society.18

The story of Pasiphae has many similarities with Semiramis’s, the-
matising both the interaction between power and sexual transgression, 
and the ‘unimaginable’ character of the noblewoman’s behaviour.19 Like 
that of Semiramis, the tale of Pasiphae was very popular in the Middle 
Ages, appearing in a compound of several sources, primarily Virgilian 
and Ovidian.20 Unlike the (pseudo-)historical Babylonian queen, how-
ever, her Cretan counterpart is seen as a fabulous and fictional char-
acter.21 Bestiality had similarly ‘fabulous’ status in the law. As James 
Brundage points out, sexual practices such as Pasiphae’s ‘were heatedly 
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denounced, but seldom prosecuted. Bestiality […] hardly even appears 
in the records’.22 Thus her sin appears to be more a fantasy of infringing 
the law than an actual transgression.

Importantly, the two passages on Semiramis and Pasiphae display 
the same equivocal rhyme: ‘legge’: ‘si legge’. The purgatorial ‘si legge’ is 
traditionally interpreted as a ‘si dice’ voiced by the lustful, that is, ‘we say, 
cry’. This interpretation takes into account the widespread oral, recita-
tional and citational nature of medieval practices of reading. It evokes, 
again, ideas of reciting a script or the connection to practices of reading 
aloud, such as the lectura evangelii. An interesting switch occurs between 
the two passages. In Inferno the expression ‘of whom we read’ recalls 
a collection of written texts or a compound text, on which the histori-
cal agency and sexual transgression of Semiramis is constructed. Yet in 
Purgatorio the expression ‘per noi si legge’ adds a further layer with this 
‘new’, oral version of Pasiphae belatedly embraced in the terrace of pur-
gatory by the otherwise tepidly lustful poets of courtly love (who were 
‘lustful in words’, a rather minor offence).

There is, however, a further quite striking way of reading these 
lines, one that also calls the reader of the Commedia into question: 
through us, through our example (‘per noi’) you the reader read (‘si 
legge’) the name of Pasiphae – which indeed appears and is read in the 
text at line 41. In other words, while the purging souls recite their script, 
the extra-diegetic reader re-reads both the old and the new story. While 
Dante had constructed the extra-diegetic reader in a subtle manner in 
the story of Francesca, with the mirror image of lovers who are reading 
about lovers who are reading about lovers …, here we, the readers, fall 
under the spotlight – caught in the very moment of the transforming and 
transformative act of reading.

In both Inferno V and Purgatorio XXVI, the rhyme ‘legge’: ‘si legge’ 
and the transformative ways in which Semiramis and Pasiphae are 
read evoke a further set of questions. This in turn brings us back to 
Francesca. Two extreme and ‘fictional’ examples of lust – the extreme 
sexual transgression of Semiramis and Pasiphae and the rarefaction of 
courtly poetry – are both tied to the consistency of written texts. They 
contain and illustrate a median: the unprecedented, not-yet-recounted, 
poetry-laden testimony of Francesca da Rimini, whose crime, it seems, 
is to have transgressed the seemingly imperceptible line that separates 
a longed-for smile from a mere mouth. What about Francesca, then? 
What about her story, halfway between history and fiction, ‘di cui’ 
‘per noi’ ‘si legge’? What does her story have to say about the relations 
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between reading, lust and the law in the canti of lust? And, most impor-
tantly, why is Francesca the first character to tell us her story in the 
Commedia?

Francesca (and Cunizza) as witness

Inferno V is one of the most heavily discussed cantos of the Commedia. 
However, one aspect is seldom mentioned: its engagement with the prac-
tice of the law, present in several important ways in Inferno V. The canto 
begins with the figure of Minos, the infernal judge, who is portrayed as 
recording the confessions of recently deceased souls and sentencing them 
to the circle most appropriate to their sins.23 Although Minos stands as 
a grotesque parody of justice, the phrases ‘essamina le colpe’, ‘giudica e 
manda’ [technically: investigates the wrongs, judges and sentences] (Inf., 
V. 5–6), ‘si confessa’ [confesses] (8), ‘conoscitor de le peccata’ [investigat-
ing judge of sins] (9), and ‘atto’, ‘offizio’ [act, office] (18) are all carefully 
employed in their technical juridical sense or with legal overtones.24 It is 
no surprise, then, that this part of the canto caught the attention of legal 
professionals in Dante’s time. Some excerpts from it were used as filler in 
the ‘Memoriali bolognesi’, the criminal registers compiled in Bologna, in 
1317.25 For a notary dealing with justice records, the canto’s allusions to 
trial proceedings were noteworthy and especially memorable.

The technical terms of medieval justice form one of the subtexts 
tying the beginning of Inferno V to the second half of the canto. Here 
Francesca gives a first-hand account of the events of her adulterous love 
for her brother-in-law and of how they were killed by one of their kin. 
Here we find other traces of the legal language encountered with Minos 
and in Semiramis’s punning ‘libito’, ‘licito’ and ‘legge’ (56). Francesca’s 
use of the word ‘pace’ [peace] (92, 99), for instance, as well as recall-
ing the warlike background of the canto,26 may allude to the technical 
term for the officially sanctioned forgiveness of the crime by the victim.27 
Moreover, the verb and adjective ‘offende’ (102) and ‘offense’ (109), are 
used as technical terms for the victim of a crime (‘offensus’) in all the 
extant statutes of thirteenth- to fifteenth-century Florence.

It is the context of such hints at the law and its practices that 
encourages us to think of Francesca’s direct speech as performing an 
act of testimony. The story of Francesca, a ‘weak’, unstable, inadmissible 
witness, embroiled in issues of lust, faces the reader with fundamental 
questions regarding the role and scope of testimony before we can delve 
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into matters of morality, theology and poetics arising from this woman’s 
speech. These fundamental questions – What qualifies as testimony, and 
what determines its value? Who gets to bear witness, and about what? 
How are we readers to take testimony? – are important not only in the 
context of Francesca, but throughout the entire Commedia.

In stark contrast with the historical and fictional fame of the queens 
and princesses that precede her, there is ‘no completely independent 
documentation of Francesca’s story’ before the Commedia.28 However, 
if history is virtually silent on Francesca, Francesca herself is not: her 
first-person account of the events that led to her damnation in Dante’s 
text form the basis of all subsequent versions of her story. Early commen-
tators thought it necessary to add details regarding Francesca and her 
tale. On the one hand they invented for her a ‘romance’ of love and death 
patterned on several classical and medieval archetypes – including, nota-
bly, the tale of Tristan and Iseult;29 on the other they initiated a critical 
tradition of explaining her account and actions in light of her supposed 
character, often taken from these very archetypes.

For instance when, as early as the 1320s, Guido da Pisa analysed 
Francesca’s speech as a collection of sententiae (the short and memorable 
maxims used to summarise a concept or a norm in Scholastic teaching and 
Roman law),30 commentators hotly debated throughout the Renaissance 
whether these sententiae were true or false, considering them in reference to 
the moral character of the person who uttered them.31 Benvenuto da Imola’s 
commentary is emblematic when he warns that sententiae can be misleading 
and should always be contextualised by considering the manner, aim and 
situation in which they are uttered.32 Early commentators and many later 
ones abided by this advice. On the one hand, they sought to give some back-
ground to Francesca’s account, attempting to fill in the gaps between history 
and her story; on the other, they scrutinised Francesca’s words so as to bring 
out connections between her language and her lustful character.33 In doing 
so commentators replicated, wittingly or unwittingly, the practices of medi-
eval justice – whose primary task, when gathering evidence for an inquis-
itorial trial, was to establish the fama, or reputation, of the witnesses and 
to assess the fides, or credibility, of their testimony. And indeed Francesca’s 
fama and fides are the greatest problems with her testimony.

Justin Steinberg has written about medieval notions of fama and 
infamia in relation to Dante. He explains how these originally societal 
terms, referring to a person’s reputation within a community, had special 
legal repercussions, damaging ‘a culprit’s legal capacity’ and ‘disqualify-
ing him or her from specific rights. Above all, [they] targeted one’s jurid-
ical credibility’.34 As somebody who, in Dante’s fiction, had already been 
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found guilty of lust in Minos’s mock trial, let alone in the divine system of 
punishment, Francesca would be seen as falling squarely in the category 
of infame ‘per sententiam’ [by sentence], her conviction effectively inval-
idating her moral character. Even before that, a number of details of her 
story brought up by commentators would put the nail in the coffin of her 
legal credibility ‘ipso iure’ [by law]. As Steinberg writes, ‘scandalous acts 
violating the sexual and moral norms of the community, such as adultery 
and sodomy, automatically defamed by law’.35

In establishing her fama, early commentators responded to this 
practice; they even expanded on it by showing how Francesca’s story pre-
sents all the main aggravating circumstances of adulterous lust. Firstly, 
Francesca was a married woman, and therefore her adultery threatened 
the legitimacy of the offspring36 – duly reflected in the fact that over the 
course of the fourteenth century ‘penalties for the married woman guilty 
of engaging in extra-marital sex became increasingly severe’.37 Secondly, 
Francesca’s adultery was incestuous. Sexual relationships between two 
siblings-in-law (‘due cognati’, Inf., VI. 2) fell into the category of incest, 
and most early commentators (Jacopo della Lana, L’Ottimo, Giovanni da 
Serravalle) did not fail to stress this fact.38 Thirdly, distrusting Francesca’s 
account of her role in the affair, commentators generally took for granted 
that her adultery was consensual, or at any rate not the result of vio-
lence – even though this remains one of the possible readings of the line 
‘“il modo ancor m’offende”’ [‘The harm of how still rankles me’], which 
Lino Pertile has suggested may imply the aggressive nature of Paolo’s 
passion.39 The woman’s consent was an aggravating circumstance which 
invalidated any attempt to ask for compensation on the part of the adul-
teress’s family.40 Lastly, a further aggravating circumstance attended the 
adultery if it took place in the husband or father’s home.41 The text is 
not explicit on such details, but early commentators seemed to agree 
that Francesca’s husband Gianciotto caught the lovers in his own home 
(L’Ottimo even states ‘sì come nel testo appare’ [as shown clearly in the 
text]), and some modern scholars follow suit.42

It is particularly noteworthy that the ‘great raconteur’ Boccaccio, 
in his creative and expansive retelling of Francesca and Paolo’s story, 
picks up and expands on all the aggravating circumstances in their 
tale. Although Boccaccio states that the marriage between Francesca 
and Gianciotto was a marriage of convenience, he specifies that it had 
been consummated and was thus legally binding; he emphasises three 
times Paolo and Gianciotto’s relation of kin; he underlines the consen-
sual nature of the adulterous relationship between the two lovers – and 
even embellishes this allegation, contradicting Dante’s own account, by 
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stating that the lady fell in love first. Finally, Boccaccio locates the adul-
tery in the ‘camera di madonna Francesca’. Even the most open-minded 
and ‘romantic’ of Francesca’s readers, then, was inclined to emphasise 
the aggravating circumstances of adulterous lust that in a medieval trial 
would have made the woman an emblematic infame and thus irreparably 
compromised the fides of her testimony.

The manifestly unstable reputation and credibility of Francesca is 
of great consequence in Dante’s choice of this woman as the first witness 
in the Commedia. As a quintessentially challenging case, Francesca is 
extraordinarily well-suited to problematise the nature of testimony: the 
seven-century-old reception of the poem can be taken as evidence of the 
ways in which readers of Inferno V continue to engage with the question 
of the credibility and truth-value of her words, as fundamental to legal 
proceedings as they are to reading fiction. Francesca is the first of many 
testing cases, which are by no means limited to Inferno. Indeed, as far into 
Dante’s journey as Paradiso IX, we find a counterpart to Francesca’s story 
in the scandalous salvation of the spirito amante Cunizza da Romano, 
whose story, from both the legal and the moral point of view, is not dis-
similar to that of Francesca. Crucially, Cunizza is shown to be perfectly 
aware of the apparent outlandishness of her testimony, and the ways in 
which it might be received by the living, when she states that her scan-
dalous story as well as improbable salvation ‘“parria forse forte al vostro 
vulgo”’ [‘will, to humdrum minds of yours, seem hard’] (Par., IX. 36).

Speaking in the first person: Francesca’s dirò

Although Inferno V is emblematic of Dante’s own concerns with his 
authority and that of his Commedia, Dante spotlights such issues, more 
specifically, through the story of a woman whose fame, in the fiction of 
the poem, does not depend on previous myth, history, literature (as in 
the case of Semiramis and Pasiphae), but on her own direct speech. Fran-
cesca’s words, very much alive to the historical circumstances of a woman 
of her times, thus become part of a new text which distinguishes itself 
from that literary tradition and demands a different mode of reading. 
Rather than focusing on the significance of her speech qua performance, 
scholars have tended to focus on its suggestions of lust, moral import, 
rhetorical construction and literary allusions. They have thus variously 
demonstrated how Francesca’s words belong to a cultural or ethical con-
text before belonging to her, thus making her a truly ventriloquised char-
acter. In particular, the ways in which Francesca favours ‘constructions in 
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which Love is subject and she is the passive object’ have been interpreted 
morally, as ‘reflect[ing] her sinful refusal of moral agency, her refusal to 
fashion herself as a Christian agent’.43

And yet, for all the attention Francesca’s refusal of moral agency has 
received, nothing has been made of the fact that the only verb of which the 
woman is the singular and active subject in the canto is the keyword of the 
Commedia’s greatest tales: the verb ‘“dirò”’ [‘I will say’] (126). First used 
in the Commedia by Dante himself in this form (Inf., I. 9), the verb is taken 
up by such illustrious men as Virgil (Inf., II. 50), Ugolino (Inf., XXXIII. 15), 
Buonconte (Purg., V. 103), Thomas Aquinas (Par., XI. 40) and Cacciaguida 
(Par., XVI. 86, 124).44 Francesca’s ‘dirò’ stands out for a number of rea-
sons. It is the only feminine voice among these masculine utterances, and 
the only direct speech among the silent queens ‘di cui si legge’ [of whom 
one reads] (58). Further, while the plurals ‘“noi udiremo e parleremo”’ 
[‘we, as we hear, we, as we speak, assent’] (95) and ‘queste parole da lor 
ci fur porte’ [these words, borne on to us from them, were theirs] (108) 
initially draw attention to Paolo’s presence, Dante’s address ‘“Francesca, i 
tuoi martìri”’ [‘Francesca [...] your suffering’] (116) and the woman’s ‘dirò’ 
subtly focus our perception of who is, and who is not, doing the talking.

Francesca’s verb is all the more exceptional in the context of medi-
eval testimony. The requirement that a witness be of bona fide, in fact, 
was ubiquitous in the statutes of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century 
Florence; the Statuta of 1415 even stated explicitly that women could 
only give testimony ‘per procuratorem’, by proxy,45 as was customary in 
a time when ‘women’s honour was a matter that concerned men’.46 This 
practice is all too evident from criminal registers of the time, in which 
women are routinely identified as the daughters, wives, widows and even 
lovers of a given man.47 In light of this historical and intratextual con-
text, it seems extraordinarily significant that Dante decided to represent 
Francesca – a woman condemned for lust in the form of aggravated adul-
tery, the most notoriously defaming of sins for a woman – as the first of 
the damned proper to speak out for herself. Significantly, she is never 
actively interrupted by any authoritative male voice, be it the pilgrim’s, 
the narrator’s or, importantly, her lover’s, who is silently present at the 
scene of the testimony.48

Most strikingly, Francesca takes care to help Dante on his own jour-
ney by encouraging him to become a witness in turn. With an incidental 
remark in the line ‘“che, come vedi, ancor non m’abbandona”’ [‘that, as 
you see, he does not leave me yet’] (105), the lady entreats him to bear 
witness to her testimony. In this role, the pilgrim listens to her first speech 
in its entirety, pauses (109–11), then appeals to her respectfully, calling 
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her by name (116). At the end of her second speech, his fainting ends 
the canto not only on a note of emotional involvement, as has been rec-
ognised, but also, inevitably, of suspended judgement (139–42). Paolo, 
though present, remains silent all the way through the episode, making 
the contrast with Francesca’s storytelling all the more powerful. Through 
the first of many gender reversals in the Commedia, Francesca takes up the 
role of main witness while the men in the canto learn to listen.

Francesca’s speech works on multiple levels. Although the content 
and form of Francesca’s words have attracted morally conservative readers 
through the ages, the performance of her speech is radically progressive; it 
allows her on the one hand to testify to a historical legal norm and practice 
that considered female testimony valueless, and on the other to rebel against 
such norms through the speech-act, ‘dirò’ (126). In Inferno V, Francesca is 
portrayed as having her say, as having borne witness to her story in a met-
aphorical court, and thus as placing her direct speech at the origins of the 
history of her reception. Here we are, ‘reading her’ and discussing her lust-
fulness, her moral failures and her provincial taste in literature. But as we are 
busy discussing such questions history vindicates this character’s greatest 
achievement – even as, or precisely because, we take it for granted. Francesca 
is represented as telling us her story in the first person, eschewing on the one 
hand anonymity and on the other hand other people’s appropriations of her 
story. She is the first witness of the Commedia and she is a woman.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the depiction of lust in the three cantiche displays four 
women characters, Semiramis, Francesca, Pasiphae and Cunizza, sur-
rounded by courtly poetry/poets and encircled by issues of reading, 
witnessing and judging. In creating stark contrasts and keen alliances 
between sexual transgression and the legal norm, bestiality and courtly 
poetry, and by nuancing, problematising and gendering the question of 
legal witnessing, Dante brings to light both the instability and the pro-
ductivity of the concept of truth telling. Importantly, Francesca’s mock 
trial and her witnessing, with all its chiaroscuro, function as a model for 
Dante’s own witnessing and swearing by his poem: a weak, improbable, 
vernacular witnessing, yet performative not of its own truth, but of the 
nuances of writing and reading. In so doing such witnessing points out 
that the poetic performativity of truthfulness is a slippery concept that 
has little to do with moral or theological truth, and that it is fully in the 
hands of a rather unstable judge: the reader.
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5
More than an Eye for an Eye: Dante’s 
Sovereign Justice
Justin Steinberg

The manner in which the souls are punished in the Commedia seems to indi-
cate a symbolic relationship between transgression and punishment.1 More 
often than not, the punishment assumes the form of a brutal literalisation of 
the respective sin, so that the damned are tormented by manifestations of 
their own externalised psychological states. In life, the adulterous Paolo and 
Francesca were figuratively blown to and fro by the ‘storm’ of their uncon-
trolled passions; in Hell, a literal storm now blows them round without end.

It has become a commonplace in the field of Dante Studies to describe 
this ‘alignment’ of punishment and sin as the contrapasso – a neologism 
in Italian and the final word of Inferno XXVIII.2 Yet critics’ deployment of 
the term contrapasso as a descriptive category is of relatively recent vin-
tage. When early commentators gloss this rare Latinism, a hapax legome-
non in Dante’s text, they do not extend its purview beyond canto XXVIII.3 
For example, Guido da Pisa limits the function of contrapasso (defined as 
‘sicut fecit, ita recepit’ [as the person did, so he or she receives]) to Bertran 
de Born’s punishment, since dividing persons joined through the bonds of 
friendship or family was by law a capital offence (‘capite puniendus’ [pun-
ishable by execution]).4 For Guido this correspondence between punish-
ment and crime was part of the text’s literal meaning. Similarly, Pietro 
Alighieri distinguishes the ‘fittingness’ of the punishments in Inferno 
XXVIII – the fact that the ‘pena sit conformis delicto’ [the punishment con-
forms with the wrongdoing] – from other infernal punishments, which he 
interprets ‘per allegoriam’ [allegorically].5

We have to wait until the nineteenth century for commentators 
gradually to universalise this instance of the term contrapasso into a 
 general ‘law’ of the poem by applying it to all the punishments of Inferno 
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(and eventually to those of Purgatorio as well). Yet in recent decades 
scholars have begun to re-examine the one-size-fits-all model of the con-
trapasso, critiquing the ‘allegorismo a oltranza’ [extreme allegorism] 
necessary to make Dante’s poetics of punishment conform to any given 
scheme.6 Several critics have even called into question the identification 
of the contrapasso with Dante’s conception of justice or with divine jus-
tice tout court. These scholars demonstrate that the contrapasso was com-
monly associated in contemporary scholastic thought with the lex talionis 
and the ‘eye-for-an-eye’ justice of the Old Testament.7 As a consequence, 
they argue, Dante intends readers to interpret the contrapasso critically. 
It reflects the fallen, ‘rigida giustizia’ [rigid justice] (Inf., XXX. 70) of the 
infernal city of Dis, a legalistic dystopia utterly lacking in mercy.

I would like to add my voice to this swell of critical reappraisals of the 
contrapasso, but with an important distinction. While previous scholarship 
has contrasted infernal punishment with divine mercy, I will focus on the 
tensions that arise in Inferno XXVIII between public and private conceptions 
of justice. As I hope to make clear, the problem for Dante is not that the con-
trapasso is too harsh but that, for the most extreme crimes, it is not harsh 
enough. Its tit-for-tat justice fails to take into account the sacrilege commit-
ted against God’s public majesty. For transgressing the divine sovereign’s 
commandments – irrespective of the damages owed private individuals – the 
damned must pay back more than measure for measure.

In this essay I will argue that we should be wary of referring a-critically 
to Dante’s art of justice as the contrapasso for the following reasons: 1) In 
Dante’s sources, the contrapassum always denotes a limited, overly narrow 
conception of justice; it is the imperfect justice of the Other (the justice of 
the Pythagoreans for Aristotle, the justice of the Jews for Albertus Magnus 
and Thomas Aquinas). 2) The limits of justice based on simple ‘reciproca-
tion’ reside in its inherently private nature; the contrapassum fails to encom-
pass public crimes, crimes against the sovereign and the body politic. 3) 
Consequently, when Bertran describes his punishment as a ‘contrapasso’, he 
fails to recognise the public nature of his sin and those of the other sowers 
of discord. 4) The contrapasso should not be considered the ‘law’ of Dante’s 
justice since he evokes it precisely to demonstrate its limits.

I do not want to deny, of course, that some mechanism of poetic 
justice operates throughout the Inferno. Clearly, it does. I simply want to 
reconsider the prevailing belief that Dante waits until Inferno XXVIII to 
reveal that ‘the punishment should fit the crime’ – especially since he has 
already provided readers with ample illustrations of this principle earlier 
in the poem. Rather than merely offering a definition, Dante introduces 
the contrapasso at this point in order to probe the elusive nature of the 
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‘fittingness’ involved in his poetics of punishment. Above all, Dante makes 
a case here for a savvy and judicious deployment of discretion rather than 
the application of a prescribed rule. The sowers of discord are crucial to 
his case – not because they are exemplars of the contrapasso, but because 
they demonstrate the need to go beyond it.

The exceptional punishment of Dante’s sowers of discord

Inferno XXVIII describes the punishments of the eighth sub-circle or bolgia 
of Malebolge, the eighth circle of Hell in which the sins of fraud are pun-
ished. The damned in this particular valley of Malebolge are condemned 
as ‘sowers of scandal and schism’ (Inf., XXVIII. 35) for their instigation of 
civil and religious strife. In one of the most violent episodes of the poem, 
a sword-wielding demon ritually mutilates these naked sinners, making 
a series of purposeful and geometric cuts each time they pass by. Just as 
they split the corporate bodies of church and state, so their own bodies 
are now cleaved.

While in the other circles of Hell Dante often leaves the correspond-
ence between sin and punishment to the reader’s imagination, in this circle 
he explains it twice. First, at the beginning of the canto, a horribly muti-
lated Mohammed pronounces the general rule: ‘“E tutti li altri che tu vedi 
qui, | seminator di scandolo e di scisma | fuor vivi, e però son fessi così”’ 
[‘and all the others you see here were sowers of scandal and schism while 
they were alive, and therefore are they cloven in this way’] (Inf., XXVIII. 
34–6). Then, at the end of the canto, the troubadour poet Bertran de Born 
presents his punishment as an exemplary case. For having divided the 
young prince from his father, Henry II of England – the head of the king-
dom – Bertran is condemned to carry his own severed head in his hands. 
Bertran’s trunk raises his head up toward Dante and Virgil, concluding the 
canto with an epigraphic description of his infernal sentence:

‘Perch’ io parti’ così giunte persone,
partito porto il mio cerebro, lasso!
dal suo principio ch’è in questo troncone.

Così s’osserva in me lo contrapasso’.

(Inf., XXVIII. 140–2)

[‘Because I divided persons so joined, I carry my brain divided, alas, 
from its origin which is in this trunk. | Thus you observe in me the 
counter-suffering’.]
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The relationship between the sin and punishments in this canto is thus 
expressed with perfect clarity. It is underlined logically by the causal con-
junctions ‘però’ and ‘perché’ and grammatically by the correspondence 
between the passive ‘partito’ to the active ‘parti’.

Dante thus appears to have chosen the clearest possible examples 
to illustrate the contrapasso. Indeed, although readers have long admired 
Dante’s artistry in creating real, fleshed-out characters, the sowers of 
discord are almost pure personifications, animated emblems. Marched 
before the eyes of readers, these sinners beckon for their punishments to 
be read; the constant refrain of the canto is ‘vedi’ [behold]. When Bertran 
closes the canto with ‘Così s’osserva in me lo contrapasso’, the use of the 
impersonal passive construction ‘s’osserva’ underscores the idea that leg-
ibility is the defining characteristic of the countersuffering.

Yet at the very moment that Dante-the-poet appears to define his art 
of poetic justice, an interpretive breakdown occurs between his character 
and the desecrated bodies that are paraded before him. Instead of ‘reading’ 
the sins as they are literalised on the sinners’ bodies, he merely gapes at 
their wounds, stupefied by the novelty of God’s justice. His eyes become 
‘drunk’ with the vision of violence in the canto (Inf., XXIX. 2), and Virgil 
reprimands him as he continues to stare at the mutilated bodies: ‘“Che 
pur guate?”’ (Inf., XXIX. 4–6). Dante is literally blocked (‘impedito’, Inf., 
XXIX. 28) by the imagery of the sowers of discord, just as the damned are 
momentarily frozen in awe when they discover that he is still alive.

The punishments of canto XXVIII are in some way exceptional. 
Dante’s character struggles to fit them into the system he has experienced 
so far, and Virgil notes that Dante has not been mesmerised in this manner 
by any of the other punishments. Most of all, Bertran himself notes that 
his case is unprecedented: ‘“Or vedi,”’ he says, ‘“vedi s’alcuna è grande 
come questa”’ [‘now see, […] see if any is as great as this’] (Inf., XXVIII. 
130–2). Ironically echoing the personification of weeping Jerusalem in 
Lamentations, he insists that the punishment is without parallel for its 
magnitude. It is enormous, literally outside of the norm.

Further, at the beginning of the canto Dante claims that the violent 
imagery we are about to witness has never been represented before in 
literature. Drawing on a long tradition of epic violence, he asks readers to 
perform a gruesome thought experiment: to imagine all the maimed and 
perforated bodies ever strewn across the battlefield in Apulian territory, 
from the time of the Trojan colonisers to more recent battles between the 
forces representing church and empire. If these perforated and maimed 
bodies, gathered together, were all to display their wounds simultane-
ously, the surreal montage would not equal, ‘aequar’, the manner of this 
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sub-circle of Inferno (Inf., XXVIII. 20, 21). In this failed ekphrasis, Dante 
signals that what he is about to encounter as a character, and represent as 
a poet, is entirely new.

Why does Dante insist on the singularity of imagery in this canto if 
it is meant to illustrate the poetics of the poem as a whole? Why choose 
the unprecedented case of Bertran de Born to exemplify the ‘law’ of the 
contrapasso? These contradictions are difficult to resolve if we insist on 
identifying the countersuffering with God’s justice. But what if Bertran 
were wrong about, or at least not aware of, the full significance of his 
punishment? What if he were using the wrong word?

The contrapasso in the thirteenth-century 
Aristotelian tradition

It is unlikely that we would have extended the contrapasso to include all 
the punishments of Inferno if critics had considered its original context 
in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics more diligently. Dante’s coinage of the 
contrapasso derives from the Latin contrapassum, a term that would have 
been familiar to him from the Latin translation of Aristotle’s Nicomachean 
Ethics, where the contrapassum denotes a reciprocal suffering or ‘passion’ 
that responds to any illicit action: ‘If a man should suffer that which he 
did, right justice would be done.’8

Bertran’s formula for the contrapasso is strikingly similar to this sen-
tence, supposedly uttered by the mythic judge Rhadamanthus. Yet it is 
almost never mentioned in the secondary literature that Aristotle him-
self disparages the primitiveness of countersuffering justice; instead he 
ascribes it to others (namely, the Pythagoreans) and distinguishes it from 
his more encompassing and flexible conception of rectificatory justice:

Some think that the contrapassum is without qualification just, 
as the  Pythagoreans said; for they defined justice without quali-
fication as contrapassum.  Now contrapassum fits neither distribu-
tive nor rectificatory justice – yet  people want even the justice of 
Rhadamanthus to mean this: ‘If a man should suffer that which he 
did, right justice would be done’. For in many cases contrapassum 
and rectificatory justice are not in accord. For example, if a man 
who holds sovereign power has struck someone, he should not be 
struck back; and if someone has struck the sovereign, he should not 
only be struck back but also punished. Moreover, there is quite a 
difference between voluntary and involuntary actions.9
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Aristotle specifies here two crucial instances where the contrapassum 
falls short. First, it does not take into consideration what would happen 
if one of the parties involved in a dispute were a public official. Second, 
it does not distinguish between voluntary and involuntary actions. These 
brief remarks on retaliatory justice serve as a transition between the 
more fleshed-out discussions of distributive and rectificatory justice, and 
the ensuing section on economic justice.

In distributive justice (iustitia distributiva), common goods (such 
as honour and wealth) are allotted by a central authority to recipients as 
rewards for their service. Distributive justice is calculated proportionately, 
according to a ratio guaranteeing that greater service receives greater 
reward. In rectificatory justice – sometimes also called corrective or direc-
tive justice (iustitia directiva) – a judge restores the former equality between 
two parties before it was upset by force or fraud. To ‘correct’ or ‘rectify’ the 
situation, the amount of damages owed is calculated arithmetically, rather 
than proportionately, and this sum is subtracted from the offending party 
and added to the injured one. Rather than negotiating the aftermath of a 
transgression, economic or reciprocal justice deals instead with commodity 
exchange (equalising goods, not people). Economic justice determines, for 
example, how many shoes a shoemaker must give a builder in exchange for 
one house. In an economic context, contrapassum – understood now as pro-
portionate reciprocation rather than arithmetic retaliation – plays a critical 
role in consolidating the social ties among citizens.

In contrast to the extended discussion of the proportionate applica-
tion of the contrapassum in economic exchanges,10 Aristotle’s treatment of 
the retributive aspects of the countersuffering is little more than an aside. 
Modern commentators’ tendency to pass over it is thus understandable. 
Medieval commentators, on the other hand, greatly expanded upon the 
Greek philosopher’s brief remarks – no doubt in large part because they 
finally touch upon questions of intentionality, guilt and public order other-
wise absent from his discussion of particular justice. Aristotle’s critique of 
contrapassum justice was crucial for these scholars (and subsequently, I will 
argue, for Dante), because in a treatise dedicated almost entirely to private 
forms of reparation – the justice of lawsuits and compensation – it is the only 
place where Aristotle hints at the necessity of a public penal order, the only 
place he speaks of punishing a subject rather than of rectifying a situation.

In his first commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, Albertus 
Magnus’s concise gloss on the discussion of the contrapassum introduces 
several issues that will remain fundamental for all future interpretations 
of Aristotle’s text. First, he categorically denies the notion that the con-
trapassum is synonymous with justice without qualification.11 Second, he 



86 ETHICS,  POLIT ICS AND JUST ICE IN DANTE

associates the contrapassum with the ‘eye for an eye’ justice of the Old 
Testament as expressed in Exodus. Most importantly for our purposes, 
Albertus claims that, in the case of the citizen striking the sovereign, 
damage is done not only to the ruler as a private individual, but also to 
the impersonal political authority that he embodies:

If the sovereign (princeps) strikes someone, it is not necessary for 
justice that he be struck back, because the striking of one and the 
other is not of equal weight. For in the case of the sovereign, it der-
ogates his authority, which he holds over the state (rem publicam). 
Similarly, if someone strikes the sovereign, it is not right that he is 
only struck back, but he must additionally be punished by death.12

Although Albertus might seem to be simply paraphrasing the original 
text at this point, Aristotle never explicitly invokes the state’s authority, 
nor does he make any mention of the death penalty.

In his second, more expansive commentary on the Ethics, Albertus 
uses his discussion of countersuffering to provide a primer on legitimate 
and illegitimate violence. Because a ruler possesses the general legal 
authority to use violence against his subjects, he may strike without 
being struck back. Moreover, regardless of the legality of his actions, if 
he were to be punished in kind it would do great damage to the common 
good as it would ‘enervate’ his authority, an authority that malefactors 
need to fear if it is to be an effective deterrent.13

In the case where a citizen strikes the sovereign, Albertus appeals 
directly to the Roman law of treason, the crimen laesae majestatis.

Moreover, if the sovereign should be struck, one incurs the crime 
of laesae majestatis on account of the harm caused to the common 
good, which the legislator meant to protect more than [to protect] 
the sovereign himself. If, therefore, whoever has struck the sover-
eign receives a countersuffering (contrapatiatur) of the same kind 
and quality that he inflicted on the sovereign, the crime of laesae 
majestatis is not compensated, only that against a private person. 
And this is not just.14

Striking the sovereign violates the majesty of his ‘second’, sublime body, 
and it is for this offence against the public good that the culprit must be 
punished ‘forte multo plus’ [much more strongly] than the mere ‘tantum 
quantum’ of the private countersuffering. Albertus further specifies that 
that those who have violated the corporate body of the state should be 
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decapitated and dismembered (‘capitis vel membri detruncatione’) – the 
very punishment inflicted on the schismatics in Inferno XXVIII.

In his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, Aquinas for the most 
part follows the arguments of his teacher and joins him in refuting the 
‘false’ and ‘erroneous’ opinion that the contrapassum equates to justice 
in all cases.15 However, in anticipating a potential objection to Aristotle’s 
text, he introduces a crucial distinction between property damage and 
personal injury. Aquinas asks how are we to reconcile Aristotle’s treat-
ment of the magistrate striking the private citizen, and vice versa, with 
his earlier statement that, in matters of corrective justice, all are equal 
before the law? Why does the Philosopher reintroduce personal status 
into his discussion at this point? Aquinas explains that the question of 
rank remains relevant only in assessing the objective amount of damage 
incurred. With regard to external things, such as money, the status of the 
parties does not matter. But clearly worse damage is done and greater 
compensation needs to be paid when someone strikes the ruler, since 
‘that injury is done not only to the person of the ruler, but also to the 
whole commonweal (totam rempublicam)’.16

In Aquinas’s oft-cited (and oft-misunderstood) discussion of the con-
trapassum in Summa Theologiae, he further elaborates on the potential 
limitations of countersuffering justice, if narrowly conceived (i.e., arith-
metically rather than proportionately).17 As in his previous discussions of 
personal injury, he correlates the contrapassum with the lex talionis, citing 
Exodus 21. 23–4, ‘He shall render life for life, eye for eye’. He also argues, 
as before, that whoever strikes a ruler needs to be punished much more 
severely (‘multo gravius’) than when the victim is an ordinary citizen.18

But then Aquinas revises his earlier comments about property 
damages, claiming that the contrapassum is an inadequate measure for 
assessing these as well. If a thief is punished according to reciprocal jus-
tice and pays back exactly what he took, the state will not receive its due 
as co-victim:

In like manner when a man despoils another of his property against 
the latter’s will, the action surpasses the passion if he be merely 
deprived of that thing, because the man who caused another’s loss 
himself would lose nothing, and so he is punished by making resti-
tution many times over (multiplicius restituat) because not only did 
he injure a private person, but also the common weal, the security 
of whose protection he has infringed (quia etiam non solum damni-
ficavit personam privatam, sed rempublicam, eius tutelae securitatem 
infringendo).19
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The strict reversal of passion for action fails to account for the damage 
done to the common good; a residual needs to be paid for the transgres-
sion itself. This supplementary punishment is owed in extreme crimes 
which directly target the state’s symbolic power, such as when someone 
strikes the sovereign. Even in lesser crimes such as theft, the res publica 
possesses a claim that it may extract in the form of punishment ‘many 
times over’. In this final formulation, Aquinas echoes the jurists of his 
time, who were beginning to recognise that even interpersonal crimes 
threatened the state’s authority.

Bertran de Born’s mistake: the contrapasso 
as limited justice

As I hope now should be clear, the sowers of discord are punished for exactly 
the type of crime that the contrapassum fails to encompass. They have 
harmed not only private individuals but the public good – namely the sancti-
fied bodies of church, republic, city and kingdom. For such acts of sacrilege, 
their punishment exceeds the tit-for-tat justice of the lex talionis and they pay 
an extra ‘debt’ owed to the state in the currency of their body parts. In short, 
the sinners in this canto need to lose more than an eye for an eye.

Since the public crimes of the schismatics so clearly exemplify the 
type of case for which the countersuffering was insufficient, why then does 
Dante have Bertran classify his punishment as a contrapasso? One response 
might be that the definition is ironic: that Bertran remains unaware of the 
full implications of his sin even in the afterlife. He takes responsibility for 
pitting Henry II against the young prince as private ‘persone’ (Inf., XXVIII. 
139), but not for the damage this feud caused the body politic.

In fact, the sowers of discord engage in a realpolitik that belies their 
scepticism about abstract corporations. They do not believe any reality 
lies behind the metaphor of the body politic. Only brute actions have a 
head: ‘Capo ha cosa fatta’ (Inf., XXVIII. 107). As an ironic punishment for 
such nominalism, the demon cuts their bodies into parts which remain 
nevertheless formally whole (and thus capable of perpetually healing 
and being reinjured). Indeed, what is uncanny about Bertran’s punish-
ment is not so much that he has lost his head, but that his detached parts 
still function as an organic unit.

Of course, when Aristotle and the scholastics criticise the limits of the 
countersuffering, they are talking about human justice, not divine justice. 
Bertran is punished in canto XXVIII because he broke not human laws, but 
God’s commandments. He did not merely harm the Crown; he disobeyed 
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the Divine Sovereign. It is only by analogy that we can compare Bertran’s 
mortal sin against God’s order to a public crime against the state’s majesty. 
That said, the analogy possesses an ancient theological pedigree and was 
often evoked to justify the everlasting torments of the damned.20

In the City of God, for example, Augustine responds to the apparent 
excessiveness of eternal damnation by evoking the analogous earthly pun-
ishments of slavery, exile and capital punishment. In contrast with lesser 
penalties, these punishments last a lifetime (the earthly equivalent of eter-
nity) because they definitively sever the culprit from the human community:

As for the criminal who suffers capital punishment for some grave 
offence, do the laws estimate his punishment according to the time 
that it takes to kill him, which is very short, and ignore the fact that 
he is removed forever from the company of the living? Thus the 
removal of men from this mortal community by the punishment of 
the first death corresponds to the removal from the Immortal City by 
punishment of the second death. For just as the laws of the former 
city have no power to recall to that community one who has been put 
to death, so, when a man has been condemned to the second death, 
the laws of that other City cannot call him back to life eternal.21

In the Summa Contra Gentiles, Aquinas similarly compares the eternal 
exile of the damned with the physical and social deaths incurred for trea-
sonous crimes against the state:

Natural equity seems to demand that each person be deprived of 
the good against which he acts, for by this action he renders him-
self unworthy of such a good. So it is that, according to civil justice, 
he who offends against the state is deprived completely of associa-
tion with the state, either by death or by perpetual exile. Nor is any 
attention paid to the extent of time involved in his wrongdoing, but 
only to what he sinned against.22

For both Augustine and Aquinas, crimes that threaten the very founda-
tion of the secular order must be punished extraordinarily. This form of 
discretionary punishment reserved for the crimen exceptum serves as a 
model, in turn, for comprehending divine justice against the damned: 
whoever violates the immensity of divine majesty earns a punishment 
that is similarly beyond measure.

In this respect it is not only Bertran who deserves to be punished in 
excess of the contrapasso, but all of the sinners in Hell. Bertran’s case is 
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nevertheless especially illustrative. Since he simultaneously betrayed both 
the earthly and divine monarch, his endlessly repeated capital punishment 
exemplifies the sovereign justice that rules the entire otherworld. This must 
be what Guido da Pisa and Pietro Alighieri mean when they categorise the 
punishments of the schismatics as ‘literal’ in contrast to the ‘allegorical’ 
punishments of the other cantos. The capital punishment of Bertran for his 
capital crime serves as a focal case for the discretionary punishments that 
all the damned – as traitors to the divine state – incur.

In conclusion, when we describe the manner in which punishments 
fit sins in the Commedia indiscriminately as a contrapasso, we repro-
duce Bertran’s mistake. For Dante and his contemporaries, countersuf-
fering justice was always limited justice – a form of justice particularly 
ill-equipped to respond to the enormous crime of violating God’s maj-
esty.23 In this light, Dante evokes the contrapasso perhaps less to describe 
the relationship between sin and punishment and more to warn against 
an overly mechanistic interpretation of this dynamic. That is, critics are 
right to identify Inferno XXVIII as a highly self-reflexive moment in the 
poem, just not one in which Dante announces the ‘law’ of his imagined 
otherworld. On the contrary, Dante makes a case in this valley of Hell for 
the indispensability of judgement when challenged with the unforeseen. 
Unlike the robotic bureaucrat Minos, both judge and artist must be will-
ing to use their discretion.

Dante realises, of course, that this freedom can easily exceed ethical 
bounds, just as the Pilgrim’s fascination with injured bodies spills over into 
the next canto. Viewed in the darkest light, the broken bodies of the schis-
matics display the effects of a kind of judicial activism. In exercising his 
right to go beyond the limits of the contrapasso, Dante thus daringly asso-
ciates his innovative art with the art of discretionary punishments.24 For 
more than we perhaps care to admit, the poet’s celebrated originality owes 
an unspoken debt to the boundless ‘creativity’ of the modern penal order.
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6
‘Ritornerò profeta’: The Epistle of St 
James and the Crowning of Dante’s 
Patience*
Filippo Gianferrari

a Zyg, With never-ending gratitude(e nove anni di ritardo)

Paradiso XXV opens with some of the boldest claims of the whole Comme-
dia. Not only does Dante present his poem as a ‘sacred work’ – in the mak-
ing of which God too has a role – but he also grants himself the title of 
poeta – a title, it should be noted, that up to this point in the poem had 
been reserved for the great poets of antiquity. In these lines, moreover, 
the author expresses the apparent hope of a possible return to Florence. 
There, by his own authority and with an unspecified cappello, he will 
crown himself in the place of his christening – St John’s Baptistery:

Se mai continga che ’l poema sacro
al quale ha posto mano e cielo e terra,
sì che m’ha fatto per molti anni macro,

vinca la crudeltà che fuor mi serra
del bello ovile ov’ io dormi’ agnello,
nimico ai lupi che li danno guerra;

con altra voce omai, con altro vello
ritornerò poeta, e in sul fonte
del mio battesmo prenderò ’l cappello;

però che ne la fede, che fa conte
l’anime a Dio, quivi intra’ io, e poi
Pietro per lei sì mi girò la fronte.
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(Par., XXV. 1–12)

[If it ever happen that the sacred poem, to which both Heaven and 
earth have set their hand, so that for many years it has made me 
lean, | vanquish the cruelty that locks me out of the lovely sheep-
fold where I slept as a lamb, an enemy of the wolves that make war 
on it, | with other voice by then, with other fleece I shall return as 
poet, and at the font of my baptism I shall accept the wreath: | for 
there I entered the faith that makes souls known to God, and later 
Peter so circled my brow because of it.]

Much scholarly effort has focused on how best to interpret the poet’s 
longing for this improbable return to Florence. Recent studies tend to 
read the poet’s hope as sardonic, or as referring to an altogether different 
dimension outside the realm of human history, whether theological or 
poetic.1 However, the meaning of the peculiar crowning indicated by the 
poet, and of the relationship between poetic glory and the theological 
virtue of hope, remains a fascinating subject for further enquiry.

Few interpret these problematic lines in light of the biblical subtext 
suggested by the author himself – the Epistle of St James (James from 
now on), which appears to be the catalyst for this astonishing declara-
tion. The pilgrim’s meeting with the Apostle, and their disputatio on the 
theological virtue of hope, occupy the centre of this canto, yet James’s 
actual authority appears almost peripheral to it. Although the pilgrim 
claims to have derived his hope mostly from reading James (Par., XXV. 
76–7), he quotes instead other authorities to define this virtue (Peter 
Lombard’s Sententiae III. 26. 1; David’s Psalms 9. 11; and Isaiah 61. 7). 
Furthermore, at line 100, St John takes up the last portion of what should 
be ‘St James’s canto’. Why, then, St James, and why here?2

To shed some light on the subject, this brief essay focuses on the fol-
lowing question: why does Dante call himself a ‘poeta’ – for the first and 
only time in the Commedia – only a few lines before meeting St James? 
After examining the reception of James, I turn to the intertextual cor-
respondences whereby Dante weaves some of James’s principal teach-
ings into his self-legitimisation as a divinely inspired poet. Unfortunately, 
limitations of space prevent me from dealing here with the fascinating 
question of the influence that the medieval pan-European veneration of 
St James the Greater may have exerted on Dante.3 The aim of the present 
work is to explore the relevance of James for the poet’s theorisation of 
his own poetics and ethical justification of his divinely inspired message.4
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Reframing the Epistle of St James

Dante’s familiarity with James is beyond doubt.5 It should be noted, 
however, that the poet’s first two direct quotations from James occur in 
Convivio IV and that, from then on, references surface with a certain reg-
ularity in his other works. This fact suggests that Dante’s meditation on 
this text became ever more urgent, beginning at the time of Convivio IV. 
To grasp the depth and extension of such a meditation, an understanding 
of James and its medieval reception is in order.

The actual authorship of James and its dating raises more questions 
than answers, as does the history of its reception in the West.6 James the 
Greater, son of Zebedee, was certainly not the author of this letter, which 
has traditionally been attributed to another apostle, James the Lesser, son 
of Alpheus.7 James acquired full Scriptural status in the Roman Church 
thanks to Augustine’s authority and, by Dante’s time, had become one of 
the canonical epistles of the New Testament. Its memorable aphorisms, 
helpful for moral exhortation, played a considerable role in the develop-
ment of Christian piety.8

James’s rather heterogeneous text touches on various moral issues 
and delivers messages that may at times seem contradictory. In the first 
paragraph, the Apostle exhorts the faithful to be patient and endure any 
tribulations in order to become perfect in their faith (1. 2). He then invites 
his readers to turn in hope towards Heaven in order to obtain wisdom, 
because ‘every best gift, and every perfect gift, is from above, coming 
down from the Father of lights’ (1. 17). Humility and patience, therefore, 
are necessary for every righteous work of faith. The ultimate test of sin-
cere faith is the works that it produces, as faith without works is dead (2. 
26). No-one, however, should presume to make oneself a master for oth-
ers, as any good works come from God alone and not from human intel-
ligence or eloquence (3. 1). Self-proclaimed masters have only wicked 
intentions in their hearts and do not possess the true wisdom that comes 
from above. Instead, their wisdom is ‘earthly, sensual, devilish’ (3. 15).

In the third paragraph, the Apostle develops his condemnation of 
vicious masters into a vehement attack against the misuse of the tongue 
to deceive others and exalt oneself. To discipline the tongue – James 
maintains – means to be perfect. The tongue is for the whole body like the 
bit for the horse and the rudder for the ship: no matter how small, it con-
trols the whole person, ‘the tongue is indeed a little member, and boast-
eth great things’ (3. 5). The tongue also resembles a tiny, uncontrollable 
spark: ‘behold how small a fire kindleth a great wood. And the tongue 
is a fire, a world of iniquity’ (3. 5–6). James’s epistle, therefore, which 
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was traditionally identified with the theological virtue of hope, shows an 
almost absolute pessimism with regard to the nature of the tongue and 
the possibility of taming it: ‘but the tongue no man can tame, an unquiet 
evil, full of deadly poison’ (3. 8).

James’s vision of the tongue, as naturally inclined to evil, exerted 
a pervasive influence on medieval culture; it became a primary biblical 
source for most twelfth- and thirteenth-century ethical treatises on the 
sins of the tongue.9 Moreover, James played a crucial role in the semiotic 
representation of the sin of the tongue, as it established a notable vari-
ation on the biblical motif of the tongue of fire, by stressing how small a 
spark the tongue really is – ‘Ecce quantus ignis’ – and yet how great the 
blaze it can ignite – ‘quam magnam silvam incendit’. This imagery recalls 
another sententia that was overwhelmingly popular from antiquity to 
the Middle Ages: ‘parva saepe scintilla magnum excitavit incendium’ [a 
small spark often kindles a great fire].10 As several studies have shown, 
James’s imagery and its medieval reception strongly influenced Dante’s 
representation of the contrapasso of the eighth bolgia – in which Ulysses, 
Diomedes and Guido da Montefeltro are enclosed by tongues of fire, in 
punishment for their sinful misuse of eloquence.11 But this is really only 
one side of the Epistle’s notable influence on Dante’s poetics.

Taken at face value, James 3 represented a serious hindrance for 
anyone who presumed to speak for God, such as preachers, or in God’s 
place, such as prophets. The canonical exegesis of James – i.e., the one 
later collected in the Glossa Ordinaria on the Bible – also authorised an 
opposite and rather edifying reading of the Apostle’s treatment of the 
tongue. Such reading was sanctioned by the conclusion of James’s third 
paragraph, which offers a positive alternative model: ‘But the wisdom, 
that is from above, first indeed is chaste, then peaceable, modest, easy 
to be persuaded, consenting to the good, full of mercy and good fruits, 
without judging, without dissimulation. And the fruit of justice is sown 
in peace, to them that make peace’ (James 3. 17–18). Unlike vicious, 
self-proclaimed masters, those who are truly virtuous receive wisdom 
from above; like patient farmers, they sow the fruit of justice.

To solve the apparent contradiction between the pessimistic 
condemnation of the tongue and the hopeful conclusion in James 3, 
Augustine argues that James does not mean to chastise the tongue 
tout court, but maintains that whereas no man can tame the tongue, 
God can.12 James’s intention, therefore, would be to invite his readers 
to ask God’s grace in taming the tongue. Bede developed Augustine’s 
view in his Super divi Jacobi Epistolam – the only extant, complete com-
mentary on James, and later incorporated into the Glossa Ordinaria 
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on the Bible (1080–1130).13 Bede argues that since James describes 
the tongue as the ‘rudder’ and the ‘horse bit’ of the whole body, this 
organ may and must be tamed for good use. Elsewhere, Bede’s trans-
formative exegesis surfaces more clearly when he interprets James’s 
imagery of the tongue as a dangerous spark of fire. Despite James’s 
negative evaluation of the tongue’s power, Bede glosses the Apostle’s 
statement that ‘the tongue is indeed a little member, and boasteth 
great things’ (3. 5):

Certainly it exalts great rewards if the action of the mind at the 
helm directs it well […] but if [the mind directs the tongue] badly 
on the other hand, it exalts great evils of destruction for itself and 
its connections […]. It exalts life, therefore, if it teaches the church 
well, death on the contrary if it behaves perversely, for it is opposed 
to those who, destitute of both life and knowledge, presumed 
to teach and thereby did greater harm to the church. (Comm. on 
James, 3. 5)14

Bede emphasises the importance of the intentio cordis [the intention of 
the heart] in order for the tongue to be put to good use so that it might 
bring great rewards. Furthermore, Bede opposes to the malicious and 
destructive fire of the tongue the image of the Pentecostal fire that puri-
fies and enlightens the heart and mind. He claims that good masters, 
those who ask and receive Wisdom from above, burn with this spiritual 
fire: ‘Holy teachers are set on fire by it [the saving fire] both that they 
themselves may burn with loving and that by preaching they may set oth-
ers on fire with fiery tongues, as it were’(Comm. on James, 3. 6). Bede’s 
commentary, therefore, helped to turn the perception of James’s appar-
ent condemnation of all pastoral teaching into a prescription on how to 
pursue preaching that was ethical and divinely sanctioned. The effective-
ness of Bede’s reading can be gauged from the Glossa ordinaria, which 
introduces the Epistle as an instructional text ‘de mandatione magist-
rorum’ [on the mandate of the teachers] (Prologus Ieronimi); reinterprets 
James’s exhortation to speak rarely and listen always as an indication to 
the teacher ‘ne ante tempus presumat docere’ [lest he presume to teach 
before being ready] (1. 19); and, finally, translates James’s whole dis-
course into a warning against those who are not legitimate teachers, ‘hos 
ergo ab officio verbi removet, ne impediant veros predicatores’ [these, 
therefore, he removes from the office of the word, lest they hinder true 
preachers] (3. 1).15
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Sower of peace: Epistle V

Dante’s references to James indicate that he was not impervious to this 
canonical exegesis. In his commentary on his canzone, Le dolci rime 
d’amor ch’i’ solia, he translates James 5. 7, arguing for the importance of 
time as the agent that brings all human works to fulfilment:

Onde dice santo Iacopo apostolo nella sua Pistola: ‘Ecco lo agricola 
aspetta lo prezioso frutto della terra, pazientemente sostenendo 
infino che riceva lo temporaneo e lo serotino’. E tutte le nostre 
brighe, se bene venimo a cercare li loro principii, procedono quasi 
dal non conoscere l’uso del tempo.

(Cvo, IV. ii. 10)

[Hence St. James the Apostle says in his Epistle: ‘Behold, the hus-
bandman waits for the precious fruit of the earth, patiently abiding 
until he receives the early and the late’. All our troubles, if we care-
fully seek out their source, derive in some way from not knowing 
how to make a proper use of time.]

Words must be uttered with especially great discretion, when both 
sender and receiver are in the right disposition to communicate properly. 
Several chapters later (Cvo, IV. xx. 6), Dante translates James again to 
prove that nobility is a wholly divine gift, as both the recipient’s natural 
predisposition to nobility and the gift of nobility itself are freely bestowed 
by God: ‘secondo la parola dell’Apostolo: “Ogni ottimo dato e ogni dono 
perfetto di suso viene, discendendo dal Padre de’ lumi”’ [According to 
the words of the Apostle: ‘Every good gift, and every perfect gift comes 
from above, descending from the Father of lights’].

James surfaces again in Dante’s Epistola V – not as a direct quotation 
this time but as a series of clear echoes. Scholars have noted that Dante’s 
references to the fruit of justice, ‘fructum iustitie’, rendered by the agrico-
lae at the right time, ‘in tempore messis’ (Ep., V. ii. 6), and to the fruit of 
true peace, ‘viride […] fructiferum vere pacis’ (V. v. 16), may echo James 
3. 18, ‘Fructus autem justitiae, in pace seminatur, facientibus pacem’ [And 
the fruit of justice is sown in peace, to them that make peace].16 The signif-
icance of these references to James may easily go undetected in the wealth 
of biblical echoes that punctuate Dante’s Epistola V.

A consideration of the particular historical context and message of 
this Epistola, however, suggests that James may well have played a dis-
tinctive role in Dante’s prophetic self-legitimation here.17 This letter is the 
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first of three that Dante devotes to the Emperor’s journey to Italy, where 
he was due to be crowned, in Rome, by Pope Clement V (Ep. V–VII). 
The opening of the letter overflows with the poet’s joy at the imminent 
restoration of political order in Italy, through the re-establishment of 
imperial rule, whose ‘signa [...] consolationis et pacis’ [signs [...] of con-
solation and peace] are already approaching (Ep., V. i. 2). In the letter’s 
dedication, Dante presents himself as a messenger of peace, unjustly 
exiled, ‘exul inmeritus orat pacem’ (V. i. 1). Therefore the letter opens 
by emphasising the author’s role as peacemaker as well as his unjust suf-
fering. The latter is reiterated in the first paragraph by the mention of his 
long and faithful watch in the desert: ‘qui diu pernoctavimus in deserto’ 
(V. i. 3). Here already, but increasingly so in later passages, the author 
singles out a specific group of readers among the letter’s generic audi-
ence – the whole of the Italian people – and identifies them as those who 
have suffered with him. To them in particular Dante promises the fruits 
of the peace to come, and to them he addresses his invitation to forgive 
and make peace: ‘Parcite, parcite iam ex nunc, o carissimi, qui mecum 
iniuriam passi estis’ [Forbear, forbear, from henceforth, well-beloved, 
who with me have suffered wrong] (V. v. 17).

Reading Dante’s epistle alongside James’s, we can appreciate sev-
eral striking parallels. First, James addresses his letter to the twelve tribes 
of Israel that are scattered and far from Jerusalem, hence identifying an 
audience that is exiled outside its own city, ‘James the servant of God, and 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad 
[sunt in dispersione], greeting’ (1. 1). The Glossa Ordinaria explains that: 
‘Qui tamen omnes in dispersione fuerunt variis casibus a patria profugi et 
in numeris caedibus mortibusque et aerumnis ubicumque erant ab hos-
tibus oppressi’ [They, however, were all dispersed, refugees from their 
homeland for different reasons, and everywhere they were oppressed 
by mass slaughter, death, tribulations and enemies] (James 1. 1). The 
condition of diaspora and continuous harassment that distinguishes 
James’s addressees is the same as that which Dante shares with his most 
cherished readers. Second, the opening of James’s letter invites the faith-
ful to endure all sorts of tribulations and persecutions: ‘My brethren, 
count it all joy, when you shall fall into divers temptations; knowing that 
the trying of your faith worketh patience. And patience hath a perfect 
work; that you may be perfect and entire, failing in nothing’ (1. 2–4). As 
already noted, both Dante and his readers find legitimation in their own 
patient endurance, as stressed by the author’s illuminating word choice: 
‘qui mecum iniuriam passi estis’ (the Latin noun patientia expresses the 
capacity of suffering and derives from the verb patior). Third, but most 
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important, toward the conclusion of his Epistle, James invites his readers 
to make peace and not begrudge one another because the Lord is soon 
to come:

Be patient therefore, brethren, until the coming of the Lord. 
Behold, the husbandman waiteth for the precious fruit of the earth: 
patiently bearing till he receive the early and latter rain. Be you 
therefore also patient, and strengthen your hearts: for the coming 
of the Lord is at hand. Grudge not, brethren, one against another, 
that you may not be judged. Behold the judge standeth before the 
door. (5. 7–9)

This is also Dante’s exhortation to his own readers as they prepare for the 
Emperor’s advent. How relevant James 5. 7–9 was for the poet is revealed 
by its quotation at Convivio, IV. ii. 9–10. There Dante quotes James to 
support his claim that time alone brings desire to its fulfilment, granting 
its gifts to those who are patient, and also to argue that virtually all our 
quarrels (‘brighe’) originate from impatience, ‘dal non conoscere l’uso 
del tempo’ (Cvo, IV. ii. 10).

In Epistola V, precisely by reworking the Apostle’s imagery of the 
providential rain, which he had already quoted in Convivio IV, Dante 
points out that the time to make peace is finally at hand. Between the two 
references to James’s ‘fructum iustitie’ and ‘fructiferum vere pacis’ – in 
Epistola V. ii and v respectively – Dante exhorts his readers to become 
husbandmen and help him sow peace, lest the heavenly rain fall on the 
unsown field: ‘Assumite rastrum bone humilitatis, atque glebis exuste 
animositatis occatis, agellum sternite mentis vestre, ne forte celes-
tis imber, sementem vestram ante iactum preveniens, in vacuum de 
altissimo cadat’ [Take the mattock of true humility, and break up the 
parched clods of your pride, making smooth the field of your minds, lest 
perchance the rain from heaven, coming before the seed has been sown, 
fall in vain from on high] (Ep., V. v. 15). James 5. 7 maintains that the 
good agricola waits readily and patiently to receive the ‘temporaneum et 
serotinum’, i.e. the early and the later rain. Accordingly, in his Epistola V, 
Dante warns his readers to become such industrious ploughmen, who do 
not let the providential rain fall in vain.

Dante’s extensive appropriation of James’s imagery in his Epistola 
V attests to the relevance of this biblical model in the poets’s legitima-
tion of his own message and authority. The particular line from James 
that Dante chooses to echo twice, ‘Fructus autem justitiae, in pace sem-
inatur, facientibus pacem’, marks the end of James 3, where the Apostle 
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condemns the misuse of the tongue and invites everyone to ask for God’s 
wisdom instead. Dante endorses the Apostle’s invitation and represents 
himself and his ideal readers as the good agricolae. Through these ref-
erences to James, Dante also endorses another model of patience put 
forward by the Apostle: ‘Take, my brethren, for an example of suffering 
evil, of labour and patience, the prophets, who spoke in the name of the 
Lord’ (James 5. 10, emphasis mine). In Epistola V, in the wake of a new 
imperial hope, Dante finds in James a fitting theorisation of his own pro-
phetic voice, namely that of an actual political peacemaker. Acting as the 
prophet of the providential Empire, Dante presents himself as a sower 
of peace who prepares the field for the coming of the Emperor and the 
ripening of the fruit of justice.

Perhaps not coincidentally, at the end of Epistola V, there appears 
the image of the small spark that kindles a great fire, ‘prima scintillula 
huius ignis’ (V. viii. 24). Whereas James applies this image to the tongue’s 
pernicious power (James 3. 5–6), Dante deploys it instead to express the 
idea that God can operate his wondrous work through human instru-
ments. Chief evidence of this fact is found in the history of the Roman 
Empire: ‘Nam si a prima scintillula huius ignis revolvamus preterita […] 
nonnulla eorum videbimus humane virtutis omnino culmina transcen-
disse, et Deum per homines, tanquam per celos novos, aliquid operatum 
fuisse’ [For if we survey the past, from the first tiny spark of this fire […] 
we shall see that certain of them [the events of Roman history] have alto-
gether transcended the highest pitch of human effort, and that God at 
times has wrought through man as though through new heavens] (Ep., 
V. viii. 24, emphasis mine).

Furthermore, Dante explains that sometimes we operate merely as 
instruments of God’s work: ‘Non etenim semper nos agimus, quin interdum 
utensilia Dei sumus; ac voluntates humane, quibus inest ex natura libertas, 
etiam inferioris affectus inmunes quandoque aguntur, et obnoxie volun-
tati eterne sepe illi ancillantur ignare’ [For it is not always we who act, but 
sometimes we are the instruments of God; and the human will, in which 
liberty is by nature inherent, at times receives direction untrammelled by 
earthly affections, and subject to the Eternal Will oft-times unconsciously 
becomes the minister thereof] (Ep., V. viii. 25, emphasis mine). Dante 
articulates this theory with regard to the providential role of the Roman 
Empire in Convivio IV. iv. 12. There the author explains that Rome’s mil-
itary power was ‘cagione instrumentale’ [instrumental cause], whereas 
God was the ‘cagione movente’ [moving cause]: ‘sì come sono li colpi del 
martello cagione [instrumentale] del coltello, e l’anima del fabro è cag-
ione efficiente e movente; e così non forza, ma ragione, [e ragione] ancora 



 ‘R ITORNERÒ PROFETA’  103

divina, [conviene] essere stata principio dello romano imperio’ [as the 
blows of a hammer are the cause of a knife, while the mind of the smith is 
the efficient and moving cause; and thus not force but reason, and more-
over divine reason, must have been the origin of the Roman Empire]. In 
Epistola V, Dante’s argument about the providential nature of the Roman 
Empire culminates with a vigorous invitation to his readers: God Himself 
established the institution of the Empire and provides Italy with a new 
Emperor: ‘videte quoniam regem nobis celi et terre Dominus ordinavit’ 
[behold how the Lord of heaven and of earth hath appointed us a king] 
(Ep., V. x. 29). The ultimate legitimation of Dante’s prophetic authority, 
therefore, springs forth from the evidence that the content of his prophetic 
message, namely the coming of the Emperor, is the work of divine wisdom.

Apostolic investiture: Paradiso XXIII–XXVII

Suggestively, the same imagery from James found in Epistola V also 
appears in Paradiso XXIV–XXV, immediately before Dante the pilgrim 
meets the Apostle. At the end of Paradiso XXIV, facing St Peter, Dante 
concludes his Credo by stating that the primary tenets of his faith have 
‘rained’ down upon him and have been ‘kindled’ in him by the Old and 
New Testament respectively:

‘anche la verità che quinci piove
per Möisè, per profeti e per salmi,

per l’Evangelio e per voi che scriveste
poi che l’ardente Spirto vi fé almi;

[…]
De la profonda condizion divina

ch’io tocco mo, la mente mi sigilla
più volte l’evangelica dottrina.

Quest’è ’l principio, quest’è la favilla
che si dilata in fiamma poi vivace,
e come stella in cielo in me scintilla’.

(Par., XXIV. 135–8, 142–7)

[‘by the truth that rains down from here | through Moses, through 
prophets, and through psalms, through the Gospel and through all 
of you, who wrote when the burning Spirit made you nourishers. | 
[…] About the profound nature of God on which I touch now, my 
mind is sealed numerous times by the teachings of the Gospels. | 



104 ETHICS,  POLIT ICS AND JUST ICE IN DANTE

This is the origin, this is the spark that expands then into a lively 
flame and like a star in the sky flashes within me.’]

This key imagery – highly redolent of James – represents the transfer of 
divine wisdom from the Gospel to the poet, and then from him to his 
readers.18 Not by chance, this symbolic translatio of authority comes after 
Dante’s claim that the ultimate proofs undergirding his faith are the mir-
acles that God performed through the Apostles. Like humble ploughmen, 
they planted the good vine of the Gospel:

‘sanza miracoli, quest’uno
è tal, che li altri non sono il centesmo:

ché tu intrasti povero e digiuno
in campo, a seminar la buona pianta
che fu già vite e ora è fatta pruno’.

(Par., XXIV. 107–11)

[‘without miracles, this one miracle is such that the others are not 
a hundredth of it: | for you came into the field poor and hungry to 
sow the good plant, formerly a vine but now become a thornbush.’]

Dante’s representation of the Apostles here echoes James’s own example 
of the good agricolae, already used by the poet in Epistola V, to represent 
the husbandmen who would receive the Emperor’s ‘vineam’ and harvest the 
fruit of justice (Ep., V. ii. 6). Through their evangelical sowing, the Apostles 
became ‘utensilia’ [utensils] of God’s miracles – to use Dante’s term from 
Epistola V. viii.25. As in the Epistola, moreover, so too in Paradiso XXIV this 
idea is accompanied by the image of the spark and the flame. The calculated 
repetition suggests the technical precision with which Dante deploys this 
imagery, which he had used to represent the relationship between ‘cagione 
movente’ and ‘instrumentale’ in the divinely willed triumph of the Roman 
Empire (Cvo, IV. iv. 12). In the Commedia the poet draws on the same image 
to represent God’s providential interventions by means of human authors, 
such as the apostles and, by extension, himself.

At Paradiso XXIV, one might say, Dante even employs James against 
James by proposing a compelling alternative to the epistle’s stigmati-
sation of the tongue as the deadliest spark. Thus he represents himself 
as someone whose wisdom comes from above, like rain and fire, and 
who speaks as a mere conduit of such fire – like the holy teachers who, 
according to Bede’s commentary on James, ‘are set on fire’ by the sav-
ing fire that purifies their hearts. Moreover, as St Peter declares, it was 
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grace that opened Dante’s mouth, thereby legitimising the poet’s words 
as coming from God: ‘“la Grazia, che donnea | con la tua mente, la bocca 
t’aperse | infino a qui come aprir si dovea”’ [‘The grace that woos your 
mind has | opened your mouth until now as it should be opened’] (Par., 
XXIV. 118–20).

The opening of the following canto further sanctions Dante’s divinely 
inspired voice. As we noted earlier, the author of the Commedia claims that 
the poem is ‘sacro’ [sacred] and authored by ‘e cielo e terra’ [both Heaven 
and earth] (Par., XXV. 1–2). Scholars have wondered whether Dante here 
refers to the subject matter or to the authorship of his poem.19 Recently 
academic consensus has increasingly tended toward the second interpreta-
tion – namely, that the phrase ‘e cielo e terra’ refers to the Commedia’s dou-
ble authorship, both divine and human. I should like to suggest, however, 
that the meaning of the periphrasis is more radical than has been gener-
ally assumed.20 If we consider that at the end of the preceding canto Dante 
deploys the spark and fire imagery in order to present himself as one of the 
divine utensilia, it seems reasonable to interpret the reference to ‘e cielo e 
terra’ as the definitive claim that the actual author – ‘cagione efficiente e 
movente’ – of the Commedia is really God Himself.

This interpretation derives from a simple consideration: Dante 
generally deploys the periphrasis ‘Heaven and earth’ to indicate God as 
maker. At the end of Epistola V, where Dante asserts the divine election of 
the Emperor, he presents God as Lord of Heaven and Earth: ‘regem nobis 
celi et terre Dominus ordinavit’ (Ep., V. x. 29, emphasis mine). Again, he 
uses the same periphrasis to identify Christ in Paradiso XXIII, where the 
Commedia is defined as ‘sacrato poema’ for the first time (Par., XXIII. 62). 
Here the poet calls Christ the wisdom and power that reunited Heaven 
and Earth: ‘“quivi è la sapïenza e la possanza | ch’aprì le strade tra ’l cielo 
e la terra”’ (Par., XXIII. 37–8, emphasis mine). Finally, Dante refers once 
more to God as the maker of Heaven and Earth precisely in Paradiso XXV, 
when he first meets James. Summoned to raise his eyes and gaze on the 
Apostle, Dante quotes Psalm 120. 1: ‘ond’ io leväi li occhi a’ monti’ (38). 
Medieval readers would have certainly been able to recall the next few 
lines of the Psalm, which read as follows: ‘Levavi oculos meos in montes, 
unde veniet auxilium mihi. Auxilium meum a Domino, qui fecit caelum 
et terram’ [I have lifted up my eyes to the mountains, from whence help 
shall come to me. My help is from the Lord, who made heaven and earth] 
(emphasis mine). The author himself, therefore, through David’s author-
ity, offers the key that unlocks the meaning of the enigmatic words ‘e cielo 
e terra’, which is really just a periphrasis for God as maker. Like David, 
Dante places his trust in the poem’s success in the Author of Heaven and 
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Earth. God is the ‘fabro’ who shaped the Commedia, whereas Dante is His 
‘martello’, or ‘cagione instrumentale’, like Roman military power and the 
Apostles.21

I would argue, moreover, that it is not by chance that Dante lays such 
a claim in anticipation of his meeting with James. The poet is simply fol-
lowing the advice of the Apostle who, at the opening of his epistle, recom-
mends that ‘if any of you want wisdom, let him ask of God, who giveth to 
all men abundantly, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him’ (1. 5). 
Furthermore, in light of James, Dante reminds the reader of all the tribula-
tions – chiefly the exile – that he had patiently endured to God’s ends in the 
making of this sacred text: ‘sì che m’ ha fatto per molti anni macro, | vinca 
la crudeltà che fuor mi serra | del bello ovile ov’io dormi’ agnello, | nimico 
ai lupi che li danno guerra’ [so that for many years it has made me lean, | 
vanquish the cruelty that locks me out of the lovely sheepfold where I slept 
as a lamb, an enemy of the wolves that make war on it] (Par., XXV. 3–6). 
Dante, therefore, opens James’s canto in Paradiso by following closely the 
Apostle’s guidelines on how to become a patient husbandman and prophet 
of God: first asking for wisdom from above and then testifying to his own 
patient endurance.

Between the end of Paradiso XXIV and the beginning of XXV, Dante 
returns to stake the claims already rehearsed in Epistola V for reframing 
his own prophetic voice once more, in light of James.22 This time, how-
ever, Dante’s prophetic message has significantly changed.23 Consistently 
throughout the five cantos of the Fixed Stars (Paradiso XXIII–XXVII), we 
find the image of Apostolic sowing.24 At Paradiso XXIII, Dante defines the 
Church Militant as ‘quelle arche ricchissime che fuoro | a seminar qua 
giù buone bobolce!’ [rich arks that were such good ploughmen for the 
sowing down here!] (131–2), which echoes James’s invitation to cleanse 
oneself from all impurity and malice – ‘immunditiam’ and ‘abundantiam 
malitiae’ – in order to receive the word that has been sown in us, ‘suscipite 
insitum verbum’ (1. 21, emphasis mine).25 At Paradiso XXIV. 109–11, as 
already mentioned, Peter is presented as the humble husbandman who 
goes to sow the field – which is preceded by the image of the ‘larga ploia’ 
[the plentiful rain] of the Holy Spirit (91). At Paradiso XXV. 84, James’s 
martyrdom is described as leaving the field, ‘“l’uscir del campo”’ [‘my 
retirement from the field’], and his epistle instils hope in the poet like 
rain (78). Finally, at Paradiso XXVI. 64–5, Dante declares that he loves all 
God’s creatures, using the agricultural metaphor again and identifying 
God as the supreme gardener: ‘“le fronde ove s’infronda tutto l’orto | de 
l’ortolano etterno … ”’ [‘the leaves wherewith all the orchard of the eter-
nal Gardener flourishes …’].
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Dante’s insistence on this particular imagery throughout the cantos of 
the Fixed Stars cannot be accidental, given the fact that the pilgrim’s meeting 
with James lies squarely at their centre.26 Upon meeting St James in Paradiso, 
Dante echoes James to represent himself as the Apostolic husbandman. The 
poet too precedes the Lord – not the Emperor this time – renewing his read-
ers’ theological hope and sowing the spiritual peace that derives from God’s 
charity.27 In a sense, therefore, Dante returns to James’s Epistle to shift his 
self-representation from Imperial to Apostolic sower and prophet.

‘Ritornerò profeta’: James’s Crown

It is time to return to the question that opened this essay and explore 
the relationship between Dante’s self-crowning as ‘poeta’ and James’s 
authority. As the proposed interpretation suggests, in Paradiso XXIII–
XXV, Dante identifies his work and his authority with that of the Apos-
tles through a consistent use of imagery strongly reminiscent of James’s 
Epistle. In so doing, the poet presents himself as God’s instrument, while 
attributing to Him, who is the maker of Heaven and Earth, the author-
ship of the Commedia.

I would argue that by calling himself a ‘poeta’ in such a context, 
Dante reconfigures the term according to James’s models: the agricola 
and the propheta. In so doing Dante conflates poetic and prophetic glo-
ries, constructing his certain hope of the future poetic crowning on the 
same premises that make him a prophet: ‘“uno attender certo | de la glo-
ria futura, il qual produce | grazia divina e precedente merto”’ [‘a sure 
expectation of the future glory, produced by God’s grace and preceding 
merit’] (Par., XXV. 67–9). In observance of James’s two pivotal rules, the 
poet’s certainty of poetic glory lies in God’s grace, which authored the 
Commedia, and in his own merits – the suffering he patiently endured to 
be God’s instrument as scribe of the poem and sower of peace. The enig-
matic lines that open Paradiso XXV, therefore, fulfil primarily a rhetorical 
purpose: they are not merely autobiographical, but provide the two eth-
ical proofs of Dante’s divinely inspired authority according to James.28

The meaning of the ‘altra voce’ and the ‘altro vello’ [with other voice 
by then, with other fleece] (7), with which the poet hopes to make his 
return to Florence, also becomes more apparent. Dante’s different voice 
and humble garment, made of animal fleece, are those given by God to his 
prophets.29 Furthermore, the enigmatic image of the ‘cappello’ [wreath] 
(9) that Dante will wear over his baptismal font may be read in light of 
James. In the first paragraph of his Epistle, James promises that all those 
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who patiently suffer will receive the crown of eternal life: ‘Blessed is the 
man that endureth temptation; for when he hath been proved, he shall 
receive the crown of life, which God hath promised to them that love him’ 
(James 1.12). The ‘cappello’ that Dante will receive is that of the poe-
ta-profeta, who has suffered in faith and in hope of God’s coming. The 
fact, moreover, that he shall receive it in the place of his christening is 
an acknowledgement that such crowning can be won by all Christians, if 
they remain faithful to the grace they received at the time of their bap-
tism and accept martyrdom and persecutions in Jesus’s name. Tellingly, 
the other mention of Florence’s baptistery in Paradiso is made by Dante’s 
ancestor, Cacciaguida, who died fighting as a crusader and is celebrated 
in Heaven as a martyr (Par., XV. 134–5).

In Monarchia I. i. 6 Dante quotes James 1. 5 again, to argue that the 
hope of successfully completing his treatise lies not in his own strength but in 
God’s superabundant grace: ‘Arduum quidem opus et ultra vires aggredior, 
non tam de propria virtute confidens, quam de lumine Largitoris illius “qui 
dat omnibus affluenter et non improperat”’ [It is indeed an arduous task, 
and one beyond my strength, that I embark on, trusting not so much in my 
own powers as in the light of that Giver who ‘giveth to all men liberally, and 
upbraideth not’]. In the lines preceding this quotation, moreover, Dante 
expresses his desire for authorial success in terms that remind us of the pil-
grim’s encounter with St James in Paradiso XXV: ‘tum etiam ut palmam tanti 
bravii primus in meam gloriam adipiscar’ [so that I may be the first to win for 
my own glory the honour of so great a prize] (Mon., I. i. 5, emphasis mine). 
The trophy that Dante wishes to win for himself, as auctor, is the very palma 
that St James received as a prize for his martyrdom, after leaving the field 
where he worked as God’s husbandman: ‘“l’amore ond’ïo avvampo | ancor 
ver’ la virtù che mi seguette | infin la palma e a l’uscir del campo”’ [‘the love 
with which I am still aflame toward the virtue that followed me to my palm 
and my retirement from the field’] (Par., XXV. 82–4, emphasis mine). Dante’s 
conflation of prophetic, apostolic, and poetic glory could not be more defi-
nite, and points consistently to James as its pivotal model.

I would like to end by noting that on one point at least Dante seems 
to take no notice of James’s advice. Towards the end of his Epistle, James 
warns that ‘above all things, my brethren, swear not, neither by heaven, 
nor by the earth’ [neque per caelum, neque per terram] (5. 12, empha-
sis mine), to which the Glossa adds the attenuating clause: ‘nisi neces-
sitas cogat’ [unless it is necessary]. We cannot help but conclude that at 
Paradiso XXV. 2, only a few lines before recounting his meeting with St 
James, Dante found it fitting and necessary to contradict the Apostle and 
‘swear’ on ‘cielo e terra’ that he ‘ritornerà poeta’.
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7
Ethical Distance and Political 
Resonance in the Eclogues of Dante
Sabrina Ferrara

When he received Giovanni del Virgilio’s epistolary poem – either during 
the second half of 1319, at the end of that year or else at the beginning of 
13201 – Dante was already in Ravenna, writing the last part of the Para-
diso.2 Everything suggests he had finally discovered the locus amoenus which 
would allow him to work on his verses (Ecl., IV. 70–3), surrounded by a 
group of admirers with the same inclinations and tastes (Ecl., IV. 57–62) 
and honoured by the Lord of the city (Ecl., III. 80), himself a lover of poetry. 
The reception of Del Virgilio’s verse epistle, and the exchange that followed, 
interrupted, at least for a time, the composition of Dante’s epic poem. Invited 
to answer the Bolognese writer’s challenge, he did so in his own terms and 
according to his own agenda, giving birth to his only work of Latin poetry.3 
In studying this correspondence, scholarship has mainly focused on the rela-
tionship between Italian and Latin; questions concerning style;4 the latent 
tension between Dante, Albertino Mussato and the emerging new culture of 
the time; and, consequently, on the theme of poetic coronation.5

It is worth pointing out that in this correspondence, and especially 
in the opening epistle, Giovanni del Virgilio does not suggest he wanted 
Dante to ‘rewrite’ his Commedia in Latin, nor to abandon his project.6 His 
intention was rather to urge him to compose poetry in Latin addressed 
to scholars,7 who could then have honoured him with the poet’s laurel 
crown ‒ Mussato had received it in 1315, and the unspoken shadow of 
this particular coronation hangs over this correspondence.8 Additionally, 
Del Virgilio considers that the poet should have chosen a topic from con-
temporary history (Ecl., I. 26–9).

The focus of my critical attention in the present essay, now that Del 
Virgilio’s objectives have been clarified, will be to establish the poetical 
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and ethical role played by Dante in the cultural landscape of the mid-four-
teenth century – a period characterised by a singular querelle between 
the ancients and the moderns.9 In addition, I will review the interaction 
between the Latin verse correspondence with Giovanni del Virgilio, with 
selected passages from the Commedia, to show how Dante extends and 
refines his reflections on the contemporary political scene within the 
bucolic exchange. The essay reveals that Dante’s establishment of an eth-
ical distance between himself and his Bolognese university interlocutor 
combines long-meditated political reflection with an innovative poetic 
programme – one that looks far beyond matters of language and style in 
his discussion of what kind of poetry truly merits a laurel crown.

Dante and Giovanni del Virgilio: ethical distance 
and poetic authority

To begin with the exchange’s opening poem, Giovanni del Virgilio’s Eclogue 
I, the invitation from the Bolognese professor indicates that some contem-
porary scholars at least did not really recognise or accept Dante’s under-
mining of the rhetorical divisions between literary genres/styles, with the 
related choices concerning readership and public, which had been codified 
in the medieval Artes, following classical models.10 This is clearly indicated 
in Dante’s answering verses, when he bursts into a rhetorical dialogue which 
vehemently reasserts the existence of an erudite class writing in the vernac-
ular. Del Virgilio’s definitive response expresses his disagreement with this: 
‘Clerks scorn the | vernaculars’ (17–18).11 In reality, the questione della lin-
gua conceals a deeper concern: what should be the qualities of the modern 
poet? Not only do both poets’ positions appear irreconcilable in the manner 
in which they are expressed, but they also reveal a reciprocal misunder-
standing between the profoundly innovative nature of Dante’s poetry on the 
one hand and the new poetics of the preumanesimo padovano – of which Del 
Virgilio is clearly the representative – on the other.12

Moreover, the grammarian’s position is rather ambiguous. Though 
he is aware of the originality of Dante’s verses,13 this awareness seems 
limited to the most superficial, linguistic and stylistic aspects; he argues 
that these innovations would prevent the learned from appreciating 
the whole complex ideological framework of Dante’s epic poem. At the 
same time this conception of the Commedia as an all-embracing work, in 
human, spiritual and poetic terms, is precisely what limits Dante, in turn, 
in his understanding of the innovative elements present on the Paduan 
scene; he therefore fails to grasp what this circle has to offer.
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Conscious of the gap between them, Del Virgilio takes an initiative 
whose aim seems to be the reduction, if not the abolition, of this distance. 
He uses poetic/linguistic arguments which reveal, however, that he mis-
represents Dante’s position. The reasons put forward by Giovanni del 
Virgilio, ‘in temerity the goose’, to try to convince the Florentine poet, 
‘the clear-toned | swan’ (56–7),14 recall the main points of Dante’s nuova 
poetica, but in a negative way. According to Del Virgilio, the underlying 
ideology of the Commedia is too elevated for readers of the vernacular. 
These cannot and do not understand it – the proof being that his verses 
are the object of trivial popularisation15 – and this simply because Italian 
is not the language of knowledge, but merely that of the common peo-
ple.16 In addition, the classical poets did not write in the vernacular,17 
and Dante himself had never addressed any verses to ‘pale scholars’.18 An 
even more personal touch via the use of flattery, a call to glory and the 
prospect of a possible poetic coronation – themes to which Dante was 
certainly sensitive – are placed in such a context that they fail to resonate 
with the Florentine poet.19

It is thus obvious that the Bolognese professor’s epistolary poem 
shows no understanding of Dante’s poetic/authorial and ethical/
redemptive itinerary, thus reducing his initiative to a mere linguistic/
stylistic choice.20 Dante responds positively to Del Virgilio’s invitation to 
write verses in Latin by adopting the classical language himself; however, 
his choice of the Virgilian bucolic model – as opposed to the genre classi-
fied as ‘epic’, ‘tragic’ or ‘historical’ – illustrates his refusal of a milieu and 
a cultural project which Del Virgilio was trying to impose on him.21 What 
may appear as linguistic and stylistic distancing on Dante’s part assumes 
a new significance when he is seen to be motivated by a proud authorial 
claim. In effect he is asserting a new poetics based on a common language 
and a humble style, or polistile, answering the multifaceted requirements 
of a conception of poetry which aims to be ethical, knowledgeable and 
generally all-encompassing, whether it be in the vernacular or in Latin. 
Dante thus adopts a clear stance, contributing to the most heated poetic 
debate of the time, in replying to Giovanni’s/Mopsus’s contempt ‒ ‘“Hast 
thou not marked the scorn wherewith he greets | The speech of Comedy 
which women’s chat | Stales on the lip, which the Castalian sisters | 
Blush to receive?”’ (76–9).22 The latter can do nothing but accept it.23

For Del Virgilio, poetry is a purely aristocratic form. For Dante it 
remains what he had expressed in the Convivio: a ‘vivanda’ [courses] 
(to be accompanied with ‘barley bread’)24 offered to those who do not 
constitute a learned class ‘by profession’. This is at least the case in the 
Inferno and the Purgatorio, and thanks to the polysemy characteristic of 
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the Commedia. It is well known that the Paradiso is a different matter, 
as only those able to taste the ‘pane delli angeli’ [bread of angels] (Cvo, 
I. i. 7) are able to understand this part of the work. In any case, what 
remains fundamental is the concept of an aesthetic union in which the 
‘parola ornata’ [ornamented speech] (Inf., II. 67) reminiscent of Virgil 
carries meaning. Poetic discourse, however steeped in rhetoric,25 has 
the role of transmitting content, truth and knowledge – thus assuming a 
social, moral and spiritual function through the figure of the poet, who 
is a vessel of the word of God, scriba Dei. This is the only way of bridging 
the gap between eloquence and ethics. These considerations shed light 
on Dante’s reservations concerning those authors he saw as limited to 
a purely aesthetic approach, reusing classical genres without improving 
them. In his eyes, these writers tend to be reduced to mere imitators who 
adapt ancient forms to contemporary subjects, probably purely on the 
basis of circumstance and with no ethical depth.

This position, added to the strong element of provocation contained 
in Del Virgilio’s verses, is the cause of the explicit attack on the contempo-
rary absence of poetry made by Dante under the bucolic guise of Tityrus, 
in Ecl., II. 50–2: ‘“O Melibœus, […] scarce | One vigil-keeping Mopsus 
hath the muse | Known to maintain”’.26 The lines originate from the igno-
rance declared by Meliboeus (usually identified as Dino Perini, a young 
Florentine resident in Ravenna), a situation which is useful to Dante’s 
discourse. The young shepherd’s lack of skill, which obliges him to ask 
Tityrus/Dante to take him under his wing, gives Tityrus the opportunity 
to answer, highlighting the demanding training required to become a true 
poet. The latter is here symbolised by Mopsus (Del Virgilio), who is con-
gratulated for the long nights spent studying with the Muses ‒ ‘“Mopsus 
still | Year in year out himself hath dedicate | To the Aonian mountains”’ 
(36–8)27 ‒ and also for his pallor, characteristic of the learned.28

Although he uses the same terms in his reply, Dante does not con-
sider himself equal to the scholars to whom Del Virgilio alludes ‒ Del 
Virgilio himself, certainly, but also those who would have crowned Dante 
if he had followed their recommendations. By contrast, Dante’s reply 
clearly underlines his difference. If the eulogy to Mopsus/Del Virgilio can 
be seen, at least in part, as a rhetorical prerequisite, it does not escape 
the reader that the peculiarities that define Mopsus as a poet ‒ sleepless 
nights and weariness ‒ are the same as those which Dante, with some 
very minor variations, attributes to himself in the Commedia.29

So far, it would seem that a form of ‘poetic’ assimilation between 
Mopsus/Del Virgilio and Tityrus/Dante can be found. Yet, in reality, 
this system of references constitutes a subtle antiphrasis. I believe the 
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evidence for this is to be found, precisely, in lines 35–6: ‘“others vie | To 
master lore litigious”’.30 These words, which may appear almost casual in 
the eulogy of Mopsus/Giovanni, in fact constitute, on the contrary, the 
very foundation of Dante’s thought. In the Convivio, in a direct assault 
on the contemporary literati (the learned, specifically those educated 
in Latin culture), the poet had clearly asserted that ‘they do not deserve 
to be called educated, since they do not acquire education for its own 
sake, but only as a means to gain money and status’; their characteristic 
craving for money and honours ‘removes every trace of nobility of mind, 
which is the deepest source of man’s desire for this food’.31 In the third 
book of the treatise, his reference to ‘lawyers, doctors and almost all 
religious, who study not in order to become wise but in order to acquire 
money or rank’ illustrates the coherence of Dante’s thinking as reasserted 
in the bucolic verses.32 Sociologically, these non-literati correspond to the 
legal and medical faculties of the secular medieval universities, while the 
mention of a religious public clearly refers to the professors of the Studia 
run by the mendicant orders.33

Dante’s blame is thus aimed, at least partially, at the scholars asso-
ciated with both secular and religious institutions, taken as the chief 
representatives of official culture. Clearly Del Virgilio himself was a 
product of these institutions. And yet, as a possible result of the sincere 
admiration he expresses towards the Florentine poet, he is excluded 
from Dante’s fierce criticism.34 However, this is not the case for the 
scholars Del Virgilio considers as his models. It is thus quite possible 
to recognise in the statement ‘“others vie | To master lore litigious” ’ 
(35–6) the judge Lovati and probably also the notary Mussato, both of 
whom were implicitly presented by the Bolognese professor as para-
digms of the erudite poet. Thus a disagreement which appears on one 
level to be merely stylistic and literary in nature is in fact related to a far 
more profound ethical issue present in all of Dante’s work: his attack on 
all those learned people who, while boasting of their poetry, spend far 
more of their time in the pursuit of profitable activities, particularly in 
the field of law.35 It is precisely this view that allows Dante to invert Del 
Virgilio’s reference to the ‘pallor’ of those he admires, using the same 
term to contest the validity of the Bolognese writer’s reference to these 
people as ‘real’ poets.

Dante thus appropriates the figure of Tityrus/Virgil, and identifies 
himself with the ancient Roman poet in his Commedia ‒ a new Aeneid ‒ 
and in his eclogues ‒ an innovative and audacious imitation. In so doing, 
he asserts his difference and distances himself from the ‘neo-Latin’ world 
of Bologna and Padua. The latter, in his eyes, is interested only in stylistic 
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imitation of the ancients. What Dante has to offer instead is a form of 
poetry, or maybe of ‘humanism’, which, while making the most of knowl-
edge of the classics, is also able to appropriate them and give them a new 
meaning, in contrast to the learned humanism di scuola championed by 
Del Virgilio.

In this sense, the Commedia is an imitatio of the Aeneid in the most 
authentic sense of the word: it gives new life to its values and adapts the 
Latin model to a new context, both Christian and vernacular. The pro-
found and reciprocal misunderstanding between Dante and Del Virgilio 
is confirmed by their exchange. The Bolognese master never fully grasps 
Dante’s linguistic choices nor, more importantly, the originality of his 
poetry.36 In effect, he remains blind to the extraordinary innovation of 
Dante’s verses,37 especially those of the Paradiso, which distance this 
work not only from any known rhetorical structure, but also from any 
of the traditional genres that his Florentine interlocutor, clearly, did not 
wish to follow.38

This incomprehension is reflected in Del Virgilio’s reluctance to 
place Dante in the canon of learned poets – a distinction for which the 
Florentine poet yearned (as he reveals in Inf., IV. 101–2).39 Though the 
Bolognese professor is a very attentive reader of the Commedia, the fact 
remains that he does not appreciate the profound meaning of Dante’s 
self-classification as sixth among the poets of antiquity in Inferno IV, but 
especially as first among his contemporaries, on the basis of the elevated 
nature of his poetry. It is this independence, gained through ‘long study’ 
(Inf., I. 83) and creative polysemic assimilation, which is acknowledged 
by Virgil – the greatest of the ancient poets mentioned in the Commedia. 
Such independence serves to distinguish Dante from all the poets of his 
own time.

In Dante’s view, as already mentioned, the new literary movement of 
the day – as represented, for example, by the Paduan initiative40 – consisted 
of nothing more than a sterile reproduction of old forms or models. By 
contrast, Dante’s effort to gain knowledge of, and appropriate, the classics, 
particularly Virgil, led him to a form of authorial reinvention which can 
be seen in the Commedia. In his eyes, his own difference from the modern 
cultural project then developing could not be greater: while Del Virgilio is 
trying to come closer to the neo-Latinists, Dante is moving in the opposite 
direction. Del Virgilio then joins the lyric game with a bucolic answer con-
taining his proposal for Dante’s coronation. However, this still shows his 
lack of understanding. In his poem he makes a repeated call to Tityrus/
Dante to come and visit Mopsus: “Hither | come!”’ (68–9, 73),41 and 
issues a threat to turn to Mussato, explicitly opposing the latter to Dante. 
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Faced with Tityrus/Dante’s refusal, Mopsus/Giovanni will now turn to 
the Paduan, metaphorically represented by ‘Phrygian | Muso’ (91–2),42 in 
order to quench his thirst.

Del Virgilio and Dante thus seem engaged in a real querelle des 
anciens et des modernes ante litteram, at least a century before the dispute 
between the rigorous humanists and the defenders of the vernacular.43 
Yet this anachronistic comparison is misleading, in the sense that both 
parties to the Eclogues are convinced that they are the true representatives 
of modernity. This is certainly true in Dante’s case – not only as regards 
the astonishing inventiveness of his Commedia, but also, less consciously, 
for his scrupulous revival of the bucolic genre, a real ‘classical innovation’ 
of the Middle Ages.44 His insistent claim for the Commedia’s originality in 
terms of language and ethical underpinning does not prevent him from 
also bringing a breath of fresh air to literature in Latin, with his return to 
the bucolic genre.45 Undoubtedly, Dante was also conscious of the stylis-
tic originality of his reply to Del Virgilio; equally undoubtedly, he shapes 
it so as to defend his own poetic contribution in the vernacular. As for 
Del Virgilio, he is so immersed in the new, ‘neo-Latin’ offerings that he 
considers them the spiritus novus of his time.

The Eclogues’s political dimension: past echoes 
and contemporary concerns

Believing his first answer had already exhausted the topic, Dante does 
not respond to Del Virgilio’s provocation. In the following epistle (Ecl. 
IV), which constitutes the final text in their correspondence, he changes 
register. Taking inspiration from Del Virgilio’s verses,46 he shifts the rea-
sons for his refusal to the political situation – a matter already alluded to 
in his previous reply (Ecl. II).47

In 1319, the year in which Del Virgilio most likely sent his first verse 
epistle (Ecl. I), Dante was 54 years old. He had abandoned the active 
political stage a few years before, following the last ‘political’ epistle he 
addressed to the Cardinals, who were meeting in conclave in Carpentras 
following Clement V’s death on 20 April 1314. Dante seems to have 
found in Ravenna ‘l’ultimo rifugio’, a peaceful place of refuge conducive 
to his composition of the Paradiso.48 Del Virgilio’s invitation inspired in 
him a real ars poetica in factis, and gave him an opportunity to clarify his 
position in relation to the cultural context of the time. Moreover, the invi-
tation incited him to look at the political situation once again. On the one 
hand, this modified his supposed lack of interest in politics during the 
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last years of his life. On the other, it brought back to him distant echoes 
of a past that had remained dormant without being completely forgotten.

In the first part of his exchange with Del Virgilio (that is, in Egloga 
II), the reference to the inhospitality of Guelf Bologna – expressed in 
classical terms by the absence of the divinity in the city (Ecl., II. 41) – is 
in effect a clear allusion to the capital sentence hanging over the poet’s 
head, and consequently to the danger that the place represented for 
him. That Bologna constituted a real danger for Dante, and that he 
perceived it as such, is clearly apparent in the allusion he makes to the 
local context in this first poetic reply. This can probably be explained 
by his personal and political situation. A few years before he had finally 
settled in peaceful Ravenna, finding calm there until the moment in 
1319 when Del Virgilio’s epistle suddenly reached him, powerfully 
stirring up the past. These two distinct moments,49 the contemporary 
reality and the remembrance of the past, are highlighted by Mopsus/
Del Virgilio himself – both when he reassures Tityrus/Dante concern-
ing the potential dangers of Bologna50 and when he mentions the prob-
able reluctance of Iolaus/Guido da Polenta to allow the poet to leave 
Ravenna.51

Tityrus/Dante firmly shifts the conversation onto political matters. 
In his next verse letter he focuses on the figure of Polyphemus, putting 
his words into the mouth of his bucolic alter ego, Alphesiboeus. Among 
the numerous conjectures made in the attempt to find a historical iden-
tification for the Cyclops, the most likely person would now appear to 
be Fulcieri da Calboli. He served as capitano del popolo in Bologna in the 
years 1299–1300 and then again from June to December 1321, and had 
already been appointed in March of that year.52 This identification seems 
plausible precisely because of the alarm it provoked in the mind of the 
exiled poet. In general the political climate in Bologna was dominated 
at the time by a rigorous Black Guelfism, no matter which specific indi-
vidual was in charge. In consequence, the city would naturally have been 
hostile to a White exile.53 More specifically, however, Fulcieri was a man 
with strong links to Florence; he had been podestà there in 1303, distin-
guishing himself for his Guelf intransigence and ruthlessness against the 
Whites. Consequently, Fulcieri must have crossed Dante’s path, if only 
indirectly, during the first years of his exile.

In autumn 1302 the Universitas partis Alborum [Association of the 
Party of the Whites], together with the poet, left Arezzo to settle in Forlì. 
Here it was hosted by Scarpetta degli Ordelaffi, the city’s Ghibelline 
lord. Scarpetta became capitano of the exiled Whites after the death of 
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Alessandro dei Guidi di Romena; he was also a political enemy of the 
Guelfs’ De’ Calboli, who had been exiled from Forlì in 1294. It was in Forlì 
that the expedition was organised against the castle of Pulicciano near 
Borgo San Lorenzo, possession of which meant control of the Mugello 
valley. Scarpetta led the White exiles, while the podestà Fulcieri headed 
the Florentines from ‘within the city’, the intrinseci.

Their conflict thus turned into a sort of civil war between the two 
most powerful families of Forlì.54 The Florentines led by Fulcieri were the 
victors in March 1303, and Fulcieri’s cruelty to the losers gained him a 
place in history.55 This is precisely how Dante chose to present him in 
Purg., XIV. 58–64, through Guido del Duca’s discourse. Indeed, the 
reprisals against the Whites who had remained in Florence after the vic-
tory of the Mugello are described in this passage with such violence and 
darkness that they clash with the elegiac tone of the Purgatorio. Yet it is 
this very contrast that makes the comments ring true.56

As with many episodes from this earlier period, these events must 
have marked the poet deeply. In 1321, after more than 15 years, he finds 
himself facing newly awakened memories of these months, probably 
channelled into the figure of the horrendous Polyphemus, devourer of 
Acis. In the depiction of the Dantean Cyclops, the Egloghe’s editors iden-
tify the influence of two episodes from Ovid’s Metamorphoses involv-
ing Polyphemus as protagonist: the story of Acis and Galatea and the 
story of Achaemenides.57 It might be useful to note here, as Gabriella 
Albanese has done, that linguistic clues also link Ovid’s descriptions 
to the verses of Purgatorio dedicated to Fulcieri.58 For instance, the 
image of the bodies of the Florentine Whites being sold alive to Forlì’s 
podestà (‘Vende la carne loro essendo viva’, 61) seems to echo Met., 
XIII. 865 and Met., XIV. 192–6, 208–9,59 yet one may also recognise in 
them Aeneid, III. 626–7.60 Indeed, Fulcieri’s entire description ‒ which 
focuses on the loss of humanity that transforms him into an ‘antica 
belva’ [old cattle] (62), ‘sanguinoso’ [all bloodied] (64) and living in 
a ‘trista selva’ [wicked wood] (64) ‒ goes beyond Ovid’s descriptions. 
It rather recalls the savagery of Virgil’s Cyclops, a creature more beast 
than man (Aeneid, III. 588–654).61 If Fulcieri is not presented as a can-
nibal in the Commedia, in contrast to the bucolic Polyphemus,62 he still 
appears as a bloodthirsty monster.

Although it is difficult objectively to establish a direct link between 
the purgatorial canto and Egloga IV, it is possible in the light of these 
comparisons to imagine, over and above the bucolic metaphor, that 
at the time of writing of the Purgatorio Dante had in mind Ovid and 
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Virgil’s descriptions of Polyphemus and adapted them to describe 
Fulcieri. Years later, when he revived the bucolic genre with reference 
to the particular political situation of a Bologna dominated by the fig-
ure of the infamous Fulcieri, Dante remembered the character he had 
created in his vernacular poem; he thus gave birth to a new, revived 
Polyphemus.

From this perspective, I am convinced by Petoletti’s hypothesis 
that ‘l’idea di introdurre Polifemo possa avere contribuito a far spo-
stare la scena bucolica in Sicilia’ [the idea of introducing Polyphemus 
may have contributed to the relocation of the bucolic setting to Sicily].63 
Similarly it seems likely that Fulcieri’s nomination as capitano del popolo 
in Bologna, precisely at the time of this correspondence, had rekindled 
Dante’s already vivid memory of the man and his deeds. Though this 
gives shape to the successful composition of his bucolic verses, it might 
also have reinforced his refusal of Del Virgilio’s proposal, inciting him to 
reaffirm his choice of the ‘dewy fields of Pelorus’ (i.e. Ravenna) as a locus 
amoenus. The literary distance Dante reaffirms at the beginning of the 
correspondence concerning the linguistic, poetic and ethical conception 
of the Commedia finds itself transferred and confirmed, this time in rela-
tion to the political sphere.

This is also seen in his second answer, which, thematically, follows 
the order of the historical events of the exchange. Precisely because he 
wanted to highlight his distance from contemporary political affairs, 
Dante uses the bucolic fiction he had initially introduced for purely poetic 
reasons and imbues it with a different meaning, relocating his fiction to 
Sicily. This new background gives him the opportunity to introduce the 
dark figure of Polyphemus, in order once more to reaffirm his detach-
ment from the struggles taking place between the factions. It is also sig-
nificant that, at the very same period, Dante was composing the triptych 
involving Cacciaguida (Paradiso XV–XVII). Here his posture of disdainful 
isolation is well summed up in the famous expression ‘averti fatta parte 
per te stesso’ [become a party unto yourself] (Par., XVII. 69), clearly 
underlining Dante’s own convictions.

However, apart from considerations related to danger and per-
sonal safety involved in the never-ending fight between the Guelfs and 
the Ghibellines ‒ and in spite of Dante’s detachment from their strug-
gles ‒ what clearly emerges from his bucolic verses is a fundamentally 
ethical distance from political involvements. To Dante these are now 
things of the past; an aspect to which he might also be alluding in 
the bucolic verses with his reference to Tityrus’s great age. From now 
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on Dante will limit his global ethical and political thought to his all- 
embracing epic poem, far from any passing ‘city lay’ (‘“civile […] car-
men’”, Ecl., III. 27–8).

His position here is closely linked to his poetics and explains, at 
least in part, his silent refusal to become involved in the composition of a 
poem on a contemporary historical subject, especially any of those sug-
gested by Del Virgilio. In fact, of the four topics suggested,64 two (Henry 
VII’s deeds and the conflicts between the Paduans and Cangrande) had 
already been dealt with by Mussato,65 creating another situation of com-
parison between the Paduan poet laureate and the Florentine Dante. The 
bucolic fiction thus becomes for Dante an ideal setting in which he can 
reassert his own ethical position, in terms of both poetics and politics, 
as well as his own distance from a world that seems to him ever more 
remote, at a time when he is increasingly focused on reaching the ‘città 
celeste’ [heavenly city].
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Medieval Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 463–5.

9. To describe Dante’s role as ‘ethical’ refers not only to the moral aspect of his poetry, but also 
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Dante’s Fortuna: An Overview 
of Canon Formation and National 
Contexts
Catherine Keen

On 23 October 1373 Giovanni Boccaccio launched a new initiative in the 
already flourishing tradition of reading and studying Dante: he began the 
first ever publicly funded and freely accessible lecture series on Dante. 
The series was commissioned in response to popular demand, following 
a petition from the Florentine public to the city’s governing councils to 
establish a series of readings commenting on ‘their’ Dante – the Floren-
tine author who, only a few decades earlier, had used accessible, Floren-
tine vernacular to compose his Commedia (the poem was concluded in 
1321, the year of Dante’s death). Boccaccio’s series was inclusive. In the 
surviving transcriptions we find references addressed to amateur ‘uditori’ 
[listeners], as well as the more erudite ‘lettori’ who might eventually read 
his thoughts in published form. It was also intensive; in just over three 
months he delivered around 60 lectures, but reached only the middle of 
the Inferno (XVII. 17) before the series ended in January 1374.1

The original petition piously justified the request for lectures by not-
ing that this kind of divulgative commentary on the poem would assist its 
general audience better to understand the poem’s moral intent, and so 
benefit from its lessons on the avoidance of vice and pursuit of virtue. In 
line with the medieval classification of most art poetry as concerned with 
ethics, this justification glossed over the poem’s potentially controversial 
aspects, politically and theologically speaking, and stressed the social 
and moral positives of the popular passion for Dante.2

The Florentine public who desired one local intellectual heavy-
weight, Boccaccio, to introduce them to the work of another, Dante, were 
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at the vanguard of what has proved a centuries-long tradition of public 
enthusiasm for Dante. Boccaccio’s open lectures inaugurated that spe-
cial form of literary engagement that has come to be known as Lectura 
Dantis: a public reading of Dante’s poem, canto by canto, with accompa-
nying exposition. Lectura series have been held from the fourteenth cen-
tury onwards in Italian civic and university centres across the peninsula, 
gradually coming to find their place in cultural programmes from Turin 
to Palermo, as well as in the non-Italian world.

Such lectures form a distinctive strand within a long-standing recep-
tion of Dante so multifaceted as to defy description. Over the centuries 
the Commedia has been studied, read aloud and performed by groups 
popular and elite, secular and clerical, institutional and informal. It has 
been illustrated in painting and sculpture, and has inspired music, theatre 
and eventually cinema, television and online responses. Modern Italians’ 
Dante enthusiasms no longer find expression in petitions for public lecture 
series, but he is still capable of providing the focus for mass engagement 
with questions of culture, and of social and political participation. This has 
recently been shown, for instance, by the huge success of Roberto Benigni’s 
‘TuttoDante’ performances. These evolved between 2002 and 2015, as 
both live and televised performances, in which Tuscan comic Benigni gave 
readings of complete canti from the Commedia, accompanied by satirical 
commentary on the present-day political and social scene.3 Thus, although 
the idea of a ‘national poet’ has fallen somewhat out of favour over the past 
century, Dante’s stature as an Italian cultural icon remains firm.

Outside the peninsula too, and especially from the nineteenth cen-
tury onwards, Dante has become recognised as a ‘global’ figure and a 
focus for cultural interests beyond Italy’s national borders – in European 
and North American centres and also, albeit more sporadically, in Latin 
America, Australia, the Middle East, Africa and Asia. Indeed, the interna-
tional reception of Dante is a vast and heterogeneous phenomenon in its 
own right. It is represented by translation, commentary, adaptation and 
imitation, as well as academic and popularising study, and covers visual, 
theatrical and musical responses as well as textual ones.4

What follows here offers a brief overview of some of the varied ‘after-
lives’ of Dante in both popular and scholarly circles, and inside and out-
side Italy. Dealing with a fortuna extended over some seven centuries, the 
account is necessarily partial and schematic. The aim is to survey some 
phases of the evolution of the national and international reputation of Dante 
and his Commedia, especially in relation to ethical and political themes, pro-
viding a broad (and necessarily incomplete) overview of the ‘afterlife’ of a 
major cultural figure. This in turn serves to complement the more focused 
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account that follows, in Claire Honess and Matthew Treherne’s reflection on 
a research project on Dante in twenty-first-century Britain that drew both 
scholarly and popular strands into its programme of study.

Making the poem accessible: lecture, commentary, 
controversy

To return, then, to the opening example, the Lectura Dantis form has 
since its inception always been public and performative by definition. 
Its basis lies in reading the Commedia aloud, and in providing oral com-
mentary. Though such lectures are often designed for future publication, 
and these days are often sponsored within university environments, the 
presumption of live delivery before an audience always keeps in mind the 
importance of spontaneous, direct encounter with a text that Dante made 
deliberately open and accessible in language and form.5 (Some iterations 
of Benigni’s shows and readings could thus also be classified as Lectu-
rae Dantis.)6 For these reasons, the practice of Lectura Dantis is usually 
distinguished from the type of Dante criticism provided by written com-
mentary. This ranges from highly specialist, academic analysis aimed pri-
marily at erudite readers to more accessible, generalist approaches. One 
distinct sub-category, with an even longer history than the Lectura Dan-
tis, is the form of commentary that annotates the entire Commedia, canto 
by canto. It too generally aims to support and explain the poem in all its 
literary, socio-political and spiritual complexity, with the expansiveness 
and erudition permitted by written delivery.

For modern Dante scholars, the online ‘Dartmouth Dante Project’ 
has become an almost indispensable ‘virtual library’ of such commentar-
ies (as attested across the essays in this volume). The Project currently 
houses 77 commentary texts, ranging from very early production in both 
Italian and Latin – Boccaccio is a relative latecomer, sixteenth on a list 
that opens with Jacopo Alighieri, Dante’s son, commenting on the Inferno 
in vernacular around 13227 – up to full commentaries from the last two 
decades; the latest in English is that of Robert Hollander, from 2000 to 
2007, and in Italian that of Nicola Fosca, from 2003 to 2015. Beyond 
these vade mecums to the poem, huge numbers of scholarly monographs 
and articles pour out every year, from the academic communities of Italy, 
Europe, the Anglophone world and beyond.

The popularity of Dante’s poem as an instant ‘bestseller’ from the 
moment of its completion onwards is attested also by often cited anec-
dotes, and by diverse types of evidence from near-contemporary sources. 
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For instance, the earliest recorded evidence of the Commedia’s circulation 
takes the form of a single terzina (Inferno, III. 94–6) that a Tuscan notary 
working for the Bologna government in 1317 transcribed inside the cover 
of a register of legal cases.8 It evidently formed a familiar part of the cul-
tural repertory of this civil servant, only a few years after complete man-
uscripts of the Inferno had become available. He saw no incompatibility 
in jotting poetic material from Dante into the formal, bound volume of 
his working records as a professional lawyer. Still in Dante’s own lifetime, 
the Latin correspondence that the poet exchanged with Bologna professor 
Giovanni del Virgilio in the Eclogues, discussed in Sabrina Ferrara’s essay 
in this volume, also attests to the acclaim Dante had won by his audacious, 
new, vernacular poem – as well as to the unease that the professional aca-
demic felt about the potential for trouble in such popularity and accessi-
bility. Trouble for Dante, and for his enthusiastic readers, on the grounds 
of the poem’s more controversial political and spiritual episodes, but also 
trouble for a traditional hierarchisation of culture in which the highest 
prizes, or so Del Virgilio suggests, should go to more rarefied and elitist, 
Latin products aimed at adept readers rather than at the crowd.9

This unease persisted over the next several decades. Petrarch 
famously expressed an anxiety not to share the fate of Dante, claiming 
that the too-accessible, vernacular poem was often mangled by ignorant, 
inner-city crowds.10 Franco Sacchetti’s novella about a blacksmith who 
recites Dante, inaccurately, while working in his forge provides another 
iteration of such fastidious concerns over the dangers of popularity. In 
Sacchetti’s story, indeed, the anxieties of policing taste and culture turn 
inwards. The fiction makes Dante himself the one who objects to pop-
ular performance and attacks the blacksmith for his mangling of the 
Commedia’s verses.11

These early readers explore positions of scholarly distance, recom-
mending withdrawal from the vulgar crowd and from certain forms of 
popular success. Over the centuries, inevitably, the reputation of Dante’s 
Commedia has been transformed. There have been periods of relative cul-
tural neglect of Dante, or of distaste for aspects of his aesthetic or thematic 
concerns, especially in the Seicento and Settecento. However, he has never 
disappeared from view. In the first three centuries, and again from the late 
eighteenth century onwards, the Commedia in particular has attracted 
consistent, if not uncontroversial, attention from both erudite and popu-
lar readerships.12 From the sometimes unsettling, culturally unorthodox, 
avant-garde standing of its first circulation, the poem has gradually become 
a – indeed, the – cornerstone of the Italian peninsula’s literary canon, with 
a perennial presence in lists of European literary masterpieces.13
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Del Virgilio, Petrarch and Sacchetti provide snapshots of possible 
disturbance to what are primarily literary-aesthetic values deriving from 
the Commedia’s vernacular accessibility. On the grounds of content, too, 
it has historically suffered Inquisitorial censure, even outright censor-
ship, from the Roman Catholic Church. Controversies still recur, mark-
ing the problematic potential of different episodes for various groups of 
readers, often themselves with markedly different sensibilities. While the 
Catholic Church, especially during the Counter-Reformation, objected 
principally to its pejorative commentary on corruption within the papal 
Curia, twentieth- and twenty-first-century readerships have variously 
found the Commedia’s stance on confessional difference, on race and on 
gender, sex and sexuality particularly unsettling.14

Establishing an Italian canon: Dante and the politics 
of national culture

Famously, works of literature, and pre-eminently the Commedia, have been 
totemic reference points in the history of nation founding and building in 
Italy. Long before political unity as a modern nation-state was a realistic 
possibility, Dante’s poem was acclaimed as a kind of virtual patria – an 
instrument for drawing the peninsula’s educated classes together through 
intimate, shared familiarity with its language and ideas. With the birth of 
serious nationalist movements in the early Ottocento, the poem’s political 
passages could be pilfered for inspiring slogans and imagery. Alongside this, 
Dante’s personal biography became romanticised as a kind of blueprint for 
Risorgimento patriots-in-exile. They likened the contemporary liberation 
movements, and the vicissitudes of would-be-nationalist intellectuals, to 
Dante’s medieval experiences of civil war and banishment from Florence.15

Dante played an important role in some of the first cultural pro-
grammes for the nascent Italian state. The 600th anniversary of his 
birth, celebrated in May 1865, fell conveniently only months after the 
February transfer of the new state’s capital from Turin to Florence, fol-
lowing the final achievement of Unification in 1861 (Rome remained 
capital of the resistant Papal State until 1871). A recent micro-historical 
study by Mahnaz Yousefzadeh dissects the political and cultural impor-
tance of the celebrations to the newly created Kingdom of Italy.16 The 
‘Festa di Dante’ was organised largely by the municipality of Florence, 
but promoted as a genuinely national event and dignified by the pres-
ence of the new king, Victor Emmanuel II. The festival saw crowds pour 
into the city from across the peninsula, bringing together the regions and 
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classes of the new nation: some 50,000 are estimated to have attended 
in total over the three-day celebration, from regions as far apart as Sicily 
and Piedmont.17 The Dantean enthusiasm that gathered workers, free-
thinkers and schoolchildren into the crowds, as well as academics and 
aristocrats, seems somehow to echo the sentiments expressed 500 years 
before in the 1373 petition for a public Lectura Dantis in the city.

The celebrations included much erudite activity, but the aspiration 
to make it also an inclusive event was witnessed by the production of 
affordable books and pamphlets, even kitsch Dante souvenirs, to mark the 
occasion. Henry Clark Barlow, a British observer and official representa-
tive at the Festa, wrote of the ‘barrowloads of brooches, pins, and but-
tons’ with portraits of Dante on sale. Barlow sported his own improvised 
medal of a self-defined ‘Most Noble Empyrical Order of Dante Allighieri 
and United Italy’, combining a portrait of Dante and a tricolour rosette, 
having failed (he claimed) to convince the king to create a new ‘Order of 
Saint Dante’.18 The presence of foreign dignitaries such as Barlow gave 
a semi-diplomatic feeling to the celebrations and stressed their unify-
ing, patriotic character for the new Italy. The events were also raised 
above the ephemeral by the decision to link the festival with a ceremony 
to unveil the huge statue of Dante in Piazza S. Croce, with its patriotic 
inscription ‘A DANTE ALIGHIERI | L’ITALIA | M DCCC LXV’.19 The statue 
still stands today, although its aggrandised image of Dante has been 
critiqued by later generations. For instance, as part of his ‘TuttoDante’ 
series, Roberto Benigni has urged his audience to reshape their image 
of Dante, and envision him not in the portentous form immortalised by 
the S. Croce statue and its ilk, but rather as a youthful, colloquial, semi- 
contemporary, whose poetry they could enjoy rather than endure.20

The same taste for co-opting visual representations of Dante as sym-
bols of wider nationalism persisted into the twentieth century across the 
political spectrum: not only both the late Ottocento and early Novecento 
Liberal governments, but also the Fascist regime populated Italian pub-
lic spaces with statues and busts of the poet.21 The postwar period has 
inevitably proved more cautious in promoting nationalist symbols, with 
regard to Dante as with others, but he remains a familiar visual icon. As 
recently as 2002, for instance, with Italy’s adoption of the euro, a profile 
portrait of Dante was adopted for Italian-issue two-euro coins, confirm-
ing his literal ‘currency’ as a national symbol. For philatelists, meanwhile, 
Dante’s image has appeared on the postal service’s stamps for 1865, 
1921 and 1965. More playfully, a commemorative issue for the 90th 
anniversary of Walt Disney in 2018 included a 95-cent stamp depicting 
the famous Italian ‘Topolino’ [Mickey Mouse] images from L’Inferno di 
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Topolino. These showed Mickey as Dante and Pippo [Goofy] as Virgil, 
representing a culturally-specific melding of Italian and American icons, 
high and popular culture, from the postwar decades.22

Towards an Edizione Nazionale

The 1865 Dante celebrations were elaborate and aimed to be an inclu-
sive, unifying experience for the whole Italian nation. Subsequent cen-
tenaries have been less effusive and more academic in emphasis. The 
two major twentieth-century centennials each fell not far distant from 
the World Wars. Recent collective experiences of violence, grief and, in 
the case of the Second World War, of guilt and confusion relating to the 
nation’s experience of Fascism, would have made it difficult still to link 
Dante commemorations to the kind of nationalist sentiment that had 
been conjured in 1865.

For the 1921 sexcentenary of Dante’s death, though the day again 
focused attention on Florence, with processions and speeches at S. Croce,23 
priority was given to creating scholarly and philological monuments to 
Dante – notably in the form of the Edizione Nazionale, which published 
carefully edited texts of Dante’s complete oeuvre in a single, standard edi-
tion.24 This was the fruit of a project for producing critically edited, philo-
logically accurate reference texts for the whole of Dante’s oeuvre, to which 
the scholarly community had been committed for some time. The project 
had matured over a long period. It was first projected for 1865 and then 
taken in hand more seriously with the foundation of the Società Dantesca 
Italiana (SDI) in 1888, as the national association for academic Dante 
studies. The project fitted the nineteenth-century universities’ emphasis on 
philology, and was intended to ‘repatriate’ an important strand of Dante 
scholarship, following the production of significant modern reference 
editions by German and British textual critics: Karl Witte’s editions of the 
Commedia, Monarchia and Vita nuova, and Edward Moore’s Tutte le opere.25

These philological ambitions having been disrupted by the First 
World War, the 1921 edition in the end presented scholarly but not yet fully 
critical editions as reference texts for the opera completa. Work proceeded 
during the interwar years, but with financial, professional and political 
conditions all under stress during the Fascist Ventennio, and with a defini-
tive disruption of the endeavour at the outbreak of the Second World War, 
only the Vita Nuova went to press between the wars in the official Edizione 
Nazionale. This was the 1932 reissue of Michele Barbi’s Vita Nuova, in sim-
ilar though expanded form to his pre-existing 1907 and 1921 versions.
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Since the end of the Second World War, the national edition’s 
remaining volumes have appeared at quite long intervals, reflecting the 
daunting complexity of the editorial tasks involved. Giorgio Petrocchi’s 
edition of La Commedia secondo l’antica vulgata was prepared for the sept-
centenary of Dante’s birth in 1965 (the four volumes appeared between 
1966 and 1967), as was Pier Giorgio Ricci’s Monarchia. As the remaining 
works appeared between the 1980s and 2000s, updated editions were 
already being commissioned for works produced earlier in the series. For 
instance, Prue Shaw’s new Monarchia appeared in 2009, the first volume 
in the project to be curated by a non-Italian.26 The revival of the Edizione 
Nazionale project at the start of the twenty-first century reflects the need 
to take account of new discoveries and new methodologies on the strictly 
philological side. It also reveals a desire to provide new tools for the aca-
demic community’s interrogation of Dante’s works as a collective, inter-
national endeavour – at the end of a century in which visions of a unifying 
Italian national culture were placed under strain in ways that the cele-
brants of 1865 would have found hard to conceive.

The Commedia between totalitarianism and resistance

During the Fascist Ventennio, the ‘official’ Italian reception of Dante via 
national education at school and university level naturally fell under the 
regime’s authority. If Dante had already been politicised as the unifying, 
national poet of the Risorgimento and Liberal Italy, the nationalist cul-
tural programmes of Mussolini’s government sought to co-opt him still 
more closely, dressing him – in Stefano Albertini’s expressive phrase – in 
a black shirt. At the most extreme, Dante’s interests in Roman antiquity, 
and his dreams of universal peace and justice under the governance of 
an ideal Roman emperor, were ruthlessly and anachronistically claimed 
as avant la lettre prognoses of the Fascist Party’s imperialist ambitions.27 
Selective Dantean quotes adorned the regime’s cultural and educational 
directives, and in textbooks and manuals the political commentaries 
and prophetic passages of the Commedia were often discussed with a 
strong ideological emphasis. One notable  example, Domenico Ven-
turini’s tellingly titled Dante Alighieri e Benito Mussolini, works its way 
systematically through analyses of these passages, alongside chapters 
with titles such as ‘Il sistema politico di Dante e il sistema politico del 
Duce  Magnifico della nuova Italia. Unità di commando, continuità di 
governo, direttiva di un Capo supremo’ [The political system of Dante 
and the political system of the Great Duce of the new Italy. Unity of 
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command, continuity of government, direction by a supreme Leader].28 
Assimilation of Dante to Mussolini’s vision of revived, fascist romanitas 
and a triumphalist new Italian culture also informed the project for a 
physical Dante monument to be built in Rome: the Danteum by Giuseppe 
Terragni. Designed to stand on the via dei Fori Imperiali (at the time 
known significantly as the via dell’Impero), in the ideological heart 
of the city as shaped by Mussolini’s archaeological programmes, the 
 monument was intended to combine the functions of a museum – or, in 
 Terragni’s terminology, a ‘temple’ dedicated to Dante – with a library and 
research space, thus serving both general and specialist readers.29 How-
ever, the outbreak of war almost immediately after its commissioning  
in 1938 left the project unrealised.

In academic and research circles, Dante studies were markedly less 
affected by regime politics. The academies saw some clashes between 
ethical and political philosophies and systems of literary interpretation, 
but overtly politicised readings were generally avoided in scholarly cir-
cles.30 Benedetto Croce (personally increasingly critical of the regime) 
remained a strong influence, with his ‘aesthetic’ rather than philologi-
cal-historicist approach to the poem. However, Giovanni Gentile, the 
regime’s favoured philosopher and Minister for Education between 
1922 and 1924, developed in his own writings on Dante an interest in 
exploring Dante’s theories of state that evolved towards more politicised 
ends.31 The specialist production of textual and literary critics engaged in 
research on Dante thus tended not to receive direct interference from the 
Fascist government, except insofar as it controlled the entire university 
system. Requirements for academics to follow national educational pol-
icies necessarily affected the classroom. An oath of loyalty to the regime 
was imposed for university teachers (1931) and finally the notorious 
Racial Laws of 1938 excluded Jewish staff and students from the univer-
sities. Under these laws Dante critics of the stature of Mario Fubini and 
Attilio Momigliano, to name only two, lost their posts.

Beyond Italy too, across Europe, a steady stream of intellectuals 
had been on the move through the interwar decades, under the pressures 
of repressive or totalitarian politics in Italy, Germany and elsewhere. A 
well-known case is Erich Auerbach’s: he lost his post at the University 
of Marburg under Nazi Germany’s Nuremberg Race Laws in 1935 and 
moved to a position at the University of Istanbul; here he completed 
the work on Mimesis that includes the famous chapter on Farinata and 
Cavalcante, from Inferno X.32 Antonio Gramsci addressed the same canto 
in particular in the fragmentary but penetrating reflections on Dante 
composed during his imprisonment under Mussolini’s regime.33
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Another important but painful strand of Dantean responses in the 
upheavals of the Second World War itself can be traced among writings 
produced by Resistance members, or by survivors of Nazi occupation 
or deportation. These often take the form simply of brief notes, quota-
tions or allusions, recalling how a turn to literary and intellectual reflec-
tion provided a distraction or a refuge from the consequences of war. 
Those partisans who chose ‘Dante’ or ‘Alighieri’ as their noms de guerre 
expressed, in that choice alone, a desire to reclaim the poet as a sym-
bol of Italian identity in opposition to that of the Fascist regime.34 Dante 
could also be reclaimed from within the concentration camps, where in 
some cases copies of Dante circulated clandestinely, or where recitations 
of or conversations on Dante could draw prisoners together. Primo Levi’s 
chapter on ‘Il canto di Ulisse’ in Se questo è un uomo [If This is a Man] has 
become the emblematic example of how an educated Italian could turn 
to Dante’s poetry to resist the inhumanity of war and the Lager system, 
and to express a determination to survive.35

Yet another powerful response to Dante, emerging from an envi-
ronment in which literary culture represented a means of resistance to 
totalitarianism, is Osip Mandelstam’s ‘Conversation about Dante’, writ-
ten in Stalin’s USSR.36 Dante has also been a point of reference in North 
American civil rights movements, as documented in Dennis Looney’s 
study of African-American ‘Freedom Readers’; their engagement with 
Dante has fed into literary, artistic, musical and cinematic production, 
from the late nineteenth century up to the present day.37 In all of these 
very varied circumstances, across different places and periods, Dante’s 
readers have responded strongly to the reflections on justice, community 
and freedom expressed in the Commedia, finding that his works struck a 
chord with their own conditions. For many, too, there was also biograph-
ical identification with the image of a poet in exile.

Contemporary Dante: afterlife and future prospects

Mandelstam, Auerbach and Primo Levi are names that stress how broad 
the reach of Dante has become over the past century, confirming the expan-
sion of his reputation from Trecento Florence and the Italian regions out-
ward across Europe and finally around the globe. Like Dante himself, both 
Dante scholarship and non-academic responses to Dante are plurilingual 
or plurivocal: not only are they expressed in the many different national 
languages of an international readership, but also, within and between the 
nations, they are expressed across diverse registers and media.
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At the academic level Dante remains a focus for study, at home in 
Italy and abroad, and Dante scholarship is published in multiple lan-
guages, though dominated by Italian and Anglophone (especially North 
American) publications. There is increasingly frequent academic inter-
change between Italian- and English-speaking circles, fostered by recip-
rocal translations of major monographs and the willingness of specialist 
journals to accept publications in different languages. Some component 
of formal study of Dante remains obligatory in the modern Italian school 
system. In addition, he is an author taught in universities around the 
world, whether on the focused ‘monographic’ courses of specialised 
degrees in Italian culture or medieval studies or on ‘great books’ courses 
in comparative and translated literature. The Società Dantesca Italiana 
has its counterparts in scores of national and local associations for Dante 
studies across the Old and New Worlds. This gives opportunities for 
fostering collaborations between experts who dedicate their careers to 
studying Dante’s oeuvre, as well as for encouraging lectures, workshops, 
readings and other activities designed to draw non-specialists too into 
the conversation.

I have said little in this chapter about Dante’s fortuna in the visual 
arts or music – areas beyond my immediate expertise – or even about 
re-workings and responses in literary form. The list of titles alone would 
be enormous. To take just a pair of offerings each from Italian and 
English, and from the twentieth century, how can one deal adequately 
with a Dante reception that embraces both Primo Levi’s testimony to the 
Shoah and the chirpy Topolino cartoon-strip? Both T. S. Eliot’s modern-
ist experimentation in The Waste Land and Dan Brown’s pulp thriller, 
Inferno?38 With the further expansion of communication systems via dig-
ital and new media resources, Dante’s afterlife continues to thrive. Even 
jokey or superficial references to Dante confirm that his image tends to be 
associated consistently with questions concerning justice and morality.39

More prolonged engagement – by contemporary artists, writers, 
scholars and wider audiences – show that his poetry continues to gen-
erate strongly felt political and ethical responses. The image of Dante, 
or of scenes from his great poem, are used, for instance, by contempo-
rary activists to speak about compelling problems of social justice. The 
past decade’s crises of migration and political exclusion have seen pas-
sionate appeals to the figure of Dante as exile, or to the ‘inferno’ of the 
refugee condition, by advocates and politicians.40 Significant contem-
porary philosophers and public intellectuals such as Giorgio Agamben, 
Alisdair MacIntyre or Martha Nussbaum have turned to Dante in explor-
ing modern theories of ethics and justice.41 The Commedia’s combined 
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gravitas of moral and intellectual endeavour, with its boldness of poetic 
imagination, continues to spark responses in readers of all kinds. Modern 
audiences, like those of seven centuries ago, often feel the need for guid-
ance in their approach to Dante. Yet the intimate, vernacular appeal of 
his poetry remains open to new audiences and new ways of reading as 
another centennial approaches, in 2021.
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9
Responses to Dante in the New 
Millennium
Claire E. Honess and Matthew Treherne

There have never been so many opportunities for the public to engage 
with Dante’s works: translations, introductions and online resources are 
being produced all the time. Yet Dante can be intimidating. One of the 
consequences of the long tradition in Dante studies, and the vast amounts 
of scholarship on the poet, is that the sheer volume of writing on Dante, 
rather than making him more accessible, can seem to present a barrier 
to engaging with his work. Even full-time specialists are hardly able to 
keep up with the volume of new scholarship being published each year on 
Dante; this arguably prevents new, multidisciplinary voices from entering 
debates in Dante studies and it can be off-putting to non-academic readers.

In discussing responses to Dante in the new millennium, this essay 
directly addresses the question of how specialist and non-specialist Dante 
audiences were able to come together in creative ways under the aus-
pices of a large-scale, international research collaboration, investigating 
‘Dante and Late Medieval Florence’. This project, funded by the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council (AHRC) in the UK, ran at the Universities 
of Leeds and Warwick from 2011 to 2017. The academics leading the 
research shared a strong conviction that their scholarly activities needed 
to be allied with a commitment to using that work to provide a platform 
for the public to engage with Dante. They were keen to avoid any sense 
that, as researchers’ understanding of Dante and his contexts deepened, 
increased specialisation might somehow create yet further barriers to 
new readers of Dante. Indeed, they sensed that the project’s approach 
to Dante’s engagement with theology and religious culture offered new 
opportunities to capture the imagination of the public and to facilitate 
new and creative approaches to Dante’s works.
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The project itself emerged from a number of collaborative activities 
on Dante’s theology. Such activities helped in various ways to identify 
the importance of understanding the local conditions in which Dante and 
his contemporaries would have experienced theology and religious cul-
ture.1 The project aimed, therefore, to recover the multiple experiences 
of theology in late medieval Italy, focusing on Florence in the 1280s and 
1290s, and to examine the way in which Dante engages with the forms of 
these experiences in his works. The project drew together a team of seven 
researchers, based in the Leeds Centre for Dante Studies at the University 
of Leeds and in the Department of Italian at the University of Warwick, in 
partnership with the Devers Program in Dante Studies at the University 
of Notre Dame in the USA. The team sought to cast light on the ways in 
which medieval theology was mediated and experienced within a spe-
cific historical and geographical context, while paying close attention to 
its varieties and their effects upon different publics.2

It did so through four strands of research. The first, ‘Theological 
learning in Dante and Dante’s Florence’, examined the sites of theologi-
cal learning in Florence. It asked what an educated layman such as Dante 
might have learned at the Scuole of Santa Croce and Santa Maria Novella 
in the 1280s and 1290s, and the forms that learning might have taken.3 
The second, ‘Religious culture and the mediation of theological ideas in 
Dante and Dante’s Florence’, examined the ways in which theological 
ideas were mediated in late medieval Florence beyond the learned con-
text, in particular in the form of preaching.4 The project’s third theme, 
‘Dante and the theological poetics of the social encounter’, examined 
the theologians who appear as characters in the Commedia. In so doing 
this theme considered the templates that existed for mediating the the-
ologian as a historical figure and explored the model of theological dis-
course presented in Dante’s poem, as a personal, social interaction with 
individually named and characterised theological authorities.5 Finally 
the fourth strand, ‘Dante, theology, and socio-political thought’, exam-
ined the close interaction between Dante’s religious thought and his 
social and political ideas. In particular, it considered the ways in which 
the prophetic mode informed and helped to shape political discourse, 
connecting the social context of its audience with broader questions of 
theological significance.6

Drawing on these four strands of research, we were able to explore 
opportunities for bringing Dante to new audiences in fresh and engaging 
ways. The first of these was rooted in the desire to consider the full range 
of ways in which theology and religious culture were experienced in the 
context of Dante’s Florence. The project’s attention to the ways in which 
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theology was mediated to non-learned and lay audiences, alongside its 
interest in the higher scholastic forms in which theology was practised 
and studied, was intended to highlight the vibrant and diverse ways in 
which theology entered the fabric of Florentine life – including through 
visual culture, architecture, ritual, vernacular song, preaching and sto-
rytelling. Through the activity of the mendicant orders and associated 
groups, one might see late thirteenth-century Florence as marked by 
experimentation in modes of engaging the public in theological ideas 
(albeit with varying senses of the hierarchies of authority). This diver-
sity of experience – engaging the senses as well as the mind – seemed to 
us entirely in keeping with the way in which Dante’s Commedia offered 
a rich, multilevelled approach to the spiritual, poetic, philosophical and 
political questions it wished to address. It also offered a diversity of mod-
els for engaging the public in our research.

Secondly, we saw Dante’s work as aiming not merely to encapsulate 
a set of ideas for his readers to receive passively, but rather to provoke 
thought and responses. Indeed, as we explored the forms of popular 
engagement with theology in Florence – including through the activities 
of confraternities, pilgrimage and preaching – we gained an increasingly 
strong sense of the desire in Florentine society to be active participants 
in, rather than passive recipients of, religious culture. It was therefore 
entirely right, in our view, to help support well-informed but nonetheless 
creative responses to Dante and to his context.

Finally, it was clear to us that, while both Florence and Dante had 
strong visibility in twenty-first-century Western society and attracted a 
good deal of interest among the public, there were limited openings for 
thinking about the two together. The packaging and branding of the tour-
ist experience of Florence strongly emphasised its Renaissance heritage, 
with the medieval city featuring far less prominently in tourist material 
and publicity. We felt that through the research project’s emphasis on the 
rich context of late medieval Florence, it would be possible to make the 
most of the strong interest in Florence in order to offer a more coherent 
understanding of the ways in which the late medieval city would have 
been experienced.

Two sets of public engagement activities were developed to try to 
maximise the benefits of the project for the public. The first, focused on 
engagement with Florence itself, was carried out by Lois Haines, Leeds 
Undergraduate Leadership and Research Scholar, and Ruth Chester, 
AHRC Cultural Engagement Fellow. Together, they developed a set of 
materials to engage the public in the context of late medieval Florence.7 In 
particular, Chester led on the development of new tourist material, now 
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available in tourist offices in Florence, which offers a walking itinerary 
through Dante’s Florence. Produced in collaboration with the Comune di 
Firenze and with UNESCO, this offers a new way for visitors to Florence 
to look beneath the Renaissance city and develop a sense of the diverse, 
vibrant forms in which Dante’s Florence was renewing its economic, cul-
tural, and religious life. It also offered a structure to well-attended public 
lectures, presented by a number of project team members and orches-
trated by Chester and Haines. Audience members reported that the imag-
inary ‘walking tour’ format gave a memorable and inviting entry point to 
understanding the late medieval city.8

The second set of activities focused on bringing ideas and experi-
ences from late medieval Florentine society into direct dialogue with con-
temporary experience in a more local context – not in Italy this time, but 
in contemporary northern England. This activity was particularly closely 
linked to the fourth strand of the AHRC project, which asked to what 
extent Dante’s social and political thought was shaped by his theologi-
cal understanding and religious practice, and was driven by the desire to 
understand the often conflicted relationship between an individual and 
her or his community.

The city of Wakefield is a city of around 300,000 inhabitants, sit-
uated in the south of the county of West Yorkshire.9 Originally built on 
industry and coal mining, the city, like much of the surrounding area, has 
significant areas of social deprivation,10 although there have been some 
attempts at cultural regeneration in recent years.11 Through creative 
engagement with the ideas on community found in the Commedia, the 
Leeds Centre for Dante Studies attempted to encourage local residents 
with no previous knowledge of Dante to reflect on the meanings of com-
munity for them and for their city.

Starting from the point of view that all three realms of Dante’s 
afterlife are communities of sorts, the project explored the ways in which 
twenty-first-century communities – taking Wakefield as a case study – 
might be construed as heavenly, purgatorial or hellish, characterised by 
community, learning or isolation. Hell, from this perspective, is a ‘city’ 
made up of many individuals, but which entirely lacks any sense of com-
munity. It is a ‘città dolente’ [grieving city] (Inf., III. 1) – a city which 
is also a wilderness, in which citizens are punished together, but each 
is alone in isolation from God and from her or his fellow-citizens.12 In 
contrast, Purgatory is a place of education, where the souls, as part of 
their process of cleansing and renewal, learn to live and work together 
towards a common goal. Paradise is a place of perfect community, where 
the desire for the common good overpowers all selfishness and cupidity 
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and leads to an existence of perfect peace. This is perhaps best exempli-
fied in the Heaven of Jupiter, where Dante sees a huge eagle made up of 
a great multitude of individual souls but which speaks with a single com-
munal voice. The concept is visually depicted, in John Flaxman’s memo-
rable image, on the cover of the present volume:

[…] io vidi e anche udi’ parlar lo rostro,
e sonar ne la voce e ‘io’ e ‘mio’,
quand’era nel concetto e ‘noi’ e ‘nostro’.

(Par., XIX. 10–12)

[I saw and also heard the beak speaking, and the voice sounding 
both I and mine, though logically it was we and ours.]

Participants in the project were asked to consider how Wakefield’s citi-
zens might be working together today to create community so that they 
can live together in peace and harmony, and how it might feel to be 
deprived of a community, isolated in the midst of others, as is the case in 
Dante’s Hell.13 At the most basic level, they explored the ways in which a 
city such as Wakefield can be a heaven or a hell for its citizens, but they 
also probed the ways in which art and poetry might be one method by 
which community is communicated or even created.

Working with the Education Department at Wakefield Cathedral 
and with a local poetry group known as the Black Horse Poets, responses 
to these questions were invited in the form of photographs of Wakefield 
itself, seen in the guise of Heaven, Purgatory or Hell, and through the 
medium of poetry.14 Around 30 images and 13 poems were submitted. 
The six photographs which were felt best to represent the potential rela-
tionships between Dante’s Commedia and Wakefield were exhibited in 
Wakefield Cathedral throughout the month of May 2016. Alongside these 
were exhibited three poems (one for each cantica of the Commedia), 
accompanied by the three extracts from Dante’s own text which had been 
used to stimulate the reflections of participating poets and photographers. 
All submissions were included in a project booklet that was freely availa-
ble in the cathedral throughout the period of the exhibition.15 Space, in 
the present context, does not permit a detailed discussion of the contribu-
tions to the project, but a few examples will allow the immediacy, reflec-
tiveness and nuance of the responses received to emerge.

Fig. 9.1, then, presents an image of litter on Wakefield’s Kirkgate 
Station on a rainy day, epitomising the bleakness and loneliness of Dante’s 
Hell. There are no people in this city, although wet footprints suggest the 
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presence of others who remain out of sight and out of contact with the 
viewer. But this image also hints ironically, with its sign proclaiming ‘Way 
out via subway’, at the overall trajectory of Dante-pilgrim’s journey through 
Hell, descending ever further into the depths of the earth before emerging, 
via the narrow passage which leads from Hell to Purgatory, to see the stars.

In contrast, Fig. 9.2 shows a peaceful demonstration in support of ref-
ugees. This seemed to sum up the way in which, in Purgatory, the souls pro-
vide moral and physical support for one another; they suffer, but also work 
to make themselves, and by extension their community, better. In this image 
the individuals’ anonymity gives them a universality, in the same way that 
Dante-pilgrim in the Commedia is often seen as an Everyman figure.16 The 
Purgatorio is also evoked in the image of Wakefield Cathedral’s stone floor 
labyrinth, installed in 2013 (Fig.9.3). At the beginning of this cantica, Virgil 
tells the souls who are newly arrived in Purgatory, ‘“noi siam peregrin come 
voi siete”’ [‘we are pilgrims here, as you are’] (Purg., II. 63), and the journey 
through this second realm is, indeed, a pilgrimage of sorts. Like the journey 
of the labyrinth, however, there is only one way through Purgatory – and it is 
impossible, having undertaken it, to lose the ‘diritta via’ [straight way] (Inf., 
I. 3), for this journey inevitably leads to God. In the same way, the worship-
per walking the Wakefield labyrinth is led to the centre; here, facing east,   
s/he is naturally turned towards the altar and towards God.17

Figure 9.1 Charlotte Harvey, Exit via Subway (pedestrian subway at 
Wakefield Kirkgate Station). Used by permission of photographer.
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Figure 9.2 Harriet Evans, Solidarity (peaceful demonstration in 
support of refugees by Wakefield City of Sanctuary on the steps of 
Wakefield Cathedral). Used by permission of photographer.

Figure 9.3 Rich Wainwright, Pilgrimage (sandstone labyrinth, 
Wakefield Cathedral). Used by permission of photographer.
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Finally, Fig. 9.4, which shows the crowds and excitement in 
Wakefield’s city centre when the Tour de Yorkshire passed through the 
city, is an image that seemed to reflect Dante’s conception of Paradise – 
not in a religious sense, but precisely in the way in which the heavenly 
community is expressed through the image of the eagle in Paradiso XIX. 
Here a spontaneous coming-together, with a single purpose and speak-
ing with a single voice, is shown to lead, above all, to joy: ‘la bella image 
che nel dolce frui | liete facevan l’anime conserte’ [that image made by 
the joyous souls woven together in their sweet frui] (Par., XIX. 2–3).

Very similar ideas emerged from the poems submitted by members 
of the Black Horse Poets. In his poem The Streets of Me, Michael Yates 
conveyed the idea of both the pointlessness of Hell’s punishments – the 
endless circling of the free city bus recalls all those punishments in the 
Inferno that involve circling, such as those of the avaricious, the for-
tune-tellers and the hypocrites – and also the isolation of the sinners, 
even in the midst of crowds of their fellows. Yates describes how:

There is no transport but a circle;
the Free City Bus running round forever,
and the station with its machines clickety tickety,
where the only change will be small change.
Though I step outside my semi-detached,
I am never detached from the Streets of Me.

(The Streets of Me, lines 19–24)

Figure 9.4 Rich Wainwright, Community (Wakefield city centre during 
the Tour de Yorkshire, May 2015). Used by permission of photographer.
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In a different way Angie de Courcy Bower’s poem If Heaven’s Too Bright, 
constructed entirely around doubt and negativity, was reminiscent of 
the negativity of Dante’s Wood of the Suicides. Compare the following 
extracts, for example:

What if deeds are never good
if water’s thicker than blood
if dreams should not be chased
if there’s an end to space […]
if cats don’t have nine lives
if two wrongs make a right
if heaven’s too bright?

(If Heaven’s Too Bright, lines 1–4; 22–4)

Non fronda verde, ma di color fosco;
non rami schietti, ma nodosi e ’nvolti;
non pomi v’eran, ma stecchi con tòsco.

(Inf., XIII. 4–6)

[Not green leaves, but dark in colour, not smooth branches, but 
knotted and twisted, no fruit was there, but thorns with poison.]

In complete contrast, the opening line of Michael Yates’s poem about 
Paradise, In Cathedral Square, captures entirely – even if in a tongue-
in-cheek way – the focus on community that characterises the Paradiso 
in its assertion that ‘Paradise is other people’. Peter Bedford’s poem, 
The City at a Distance, while confronting Wakefield’s real social and 
political issues directly, offers a conclusion of hope. His poem’s nod 
to the city’s more recent attempt to reinvent itself as an artistic hub 
combines with an understanding of the city’s much earlier history,18 
and above all with a statement of faith in the resilience of its people.

Somewhere in the eighties
In a place where politicians play
They stole its heart away […]
Depart King Cotton. Depart King Coal
Four horsemen came-a-riding
Rough shod, merciless, over the hill
Closure, Demolition, Dispersal, Landfill
Decline could not be declined.
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[…]

On that cold and frosty morning
You may see through history’s mist
Shrouding this nursery-rhyme town
A wealth that pays no heed to money
A running seam of richness
Footsteps on pathways, voices on the air
Sculpture living in hands of people
New music growing and dancing
A place for painters, poets, artists all
And rarely, in an occasional hush
The tallest spire, a dying prince
And a mulberry bush.

(The City at a Distance, lines 13–15; 20–24; 37–48)

This idea of resilience and of hope emerged even more strikingly in the 
poems that focused on the idea of Purgatory, which constituted perhaps 
the most interesting of the poems submitted. The idea of education, in 
particular, and of change, growth and development, seemed to resonate 
with those who took the idea of Purgatory as a learning community and 
applied it to their own time and place. Michael Yates again approaches 
the topic with wit in his reference to a ‘Diploma in Guilt Management’, an 
almost perfect condensation of the theology of Purgatory. But his poem 
concludes more seriously by exploring the hope of ‘graduating’ – aided by 
a combination of self-assessment (Dante’s Purgatory depends on the souls 
recognising, repenting and then working to remove the stain of their own 
sins) and the help of a guide (some Virgil or Beatrice figure, perhaps):

Higher Diploma,
Guilt Management

[…]

With the help of self-assessment,
the mercy of a Personal Tutor,
I still dream I will graduate,
be a living soul again,
between Thornes Park and Lightwaves.

(Purgatory: The Full-Time Course, lines 8–9; 24–8).
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Perhaps the most striking of all the poems submitted, however, was 
that entitled Purgatorio by Paul Crossley. In this work a latter-day Dante 
stumbles through twenty-first-century Wakefield in a haze of alcohol 
and drugs; he eventually gets into a fight in a club ironically named 
‘Paradiso’, finds himself arrested and ultimately wakes up to the tenta-
tive hope of redemption. The author of this poem has not only grasped 
something of the tension that exists in Dante between human sinfulness, 
which translates into selfishness, aggression, greed and violence towards 
those around us, and the ever-present – however unlikely – possibility of 
redemption. He has also managed to reflect something of Dante’s stylistic 
novelty: not only in choosing to write his poem in terza rima, but par-
ticularly by mixing stylistic registers in the work. Purgatorio thus engages 
inventively with the real, earthy, everyday language of the city, blending 
this with more erudite references (such as that to Newton’s final Law of 
Motion):

We kicked off at mid-day, me and my guide –
I woke, stiff as a bread-stick, on the floor –
With two Red-Bulls, leftover Southern-Fried

And after that two Fosters. Then two more
While taking turns to play Assassin’s Creed
On – was it the X-Box or the PS4?

Well, that was when we started on the weed –
My guide does, on the side, a little dealing –
His dividend smelt very good indeed

And I suspect we shared the same appealing
Getting-It-On-While-Listening-to-Marvin-Gaye-
Singing-‘Let’s Get It On’ – type of feeling.

[…]

Double Jack and Red-Bull in my hand
Told me that all was well – but then this shit-head

Grabbed my neck and, barking some command,
Dragged me toward the doors. I should’ve said
‘Excuse me Sir, you fail to understand … ’

But my glass was already swinging for his head.
It didn’t land, though Newton’s Final Law
Meant something final came at me instead,
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Connecting very neatly with my jaw
As bodies clambered into the affray
And that was me. Out. Stars were all I saw.

(Paul Crossley, Purgatorio, lines 1–12; 44–54)

Taken as a whole, the poems and images generated by the Wakefield pro-
ject stand as an eloquent testimony to the way in which Dante is still able 
to speak to audiences today. He does so particularly, perhaps, through his 
attention to human beings as ‘political animals’,19 and to human lives as 
inextricably bound up with one another. Moreover, and even more sig-
nificantly, the way in which this project engaged Dante with the gritty 
reality of life in a real twenty-first-century community reflected precisely 
those more scholarly ideas that lay behind the desire to explore Dante in 
his late medieval context and gave rise to the AHRC-funded project. That 
is, it illuminated even more clearly the need to read Dante in his own 
context; the conviction that questions of theology, community, art and 
poetry could not be easily separated; and, following from this, the belief 
that reading Dante in this highly contextualised way might open up new 
perspectives on his work for scholars and non-specialists alike.

Notes

1. Most notably, Dante’s ‘Commedia’: Theology as Poetry, ed. Vittorio Montemaggi and Matthew 
Treherne (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2008); and Reviewing Dante’s Theology, 
2 vols, ed. Claire Honess and Matthew Treherne (Berlin: Peter Lang, 2013).

2. The project team comprised Matthew Treherne (Principal Investigator; University of Leeds), 
Simon Gilson (Co-Investigator; University of Warwick, now University of Oxford); Claire 
Honess (Co-Investigator; University of Leeds); Anna Pegoretti (postdoctoral research fellow, 
University of Warwick; now Università di Roma Tre); Nicolò Maldina (postdoctoral research 
fellow, University of Leeds; now University of Edinburgh); Kevin Marples and Abigail Rowson 
(both of whom successfully completed their PhDs at the University of Leeds under the auspices 
of the project).

3. See for instance Anna Pegoretti, ‘Filosofanti’, Le Tre Corone 2 (2015): 11–70; and the same 
author’s essay in this volume.

4. For an example of the outputs of this strand, see Nicolò Maldina, In pro del mondo. Dante, la 
predicazione e i generi della letteratura religiosa medievale (Rome: Salerno, 2018); and the same 
author’s essay in this volume.

5. See Abigail Rowson, ‘Theologians as Persons in Dante’s Commedia’, unpublished PhD thesis, 
University of Leeds (2018).

6. The strand built on Honess’s long-standing interest in Dante’s political thought – as in, for ex-
ample, her From Florence to the Heavenly City: The Poetry of Citizenship in Dante (Oxford: Leg-
enda, 2006). See also Kevin Marples, ‘Theology, Prophecy and Politics in Dante’, unpublished 
PhD thesis, University of Leeds (2017).

7. Haines’s Undergraduate Leadership and Research Scholarship was financed by a philanthropic 
gift to the University of Leeds, where she was then working for a BA in French and Italian. 
Chester had recently completed her PhD in the Leeds Centre for Dante Studies.

8. The lecture series, ‘Three Evenings in Dante’s Florence’, was held in Leeds in November 2012.



156 ETHICS,  POLIT ICS AND JUST ICE IN DANTE

9. The 2011 census gives Wakefield a population of 325,837; see http://localstats.co.uk/cen-
sus-demographics/england/yorkshire-and-the-humber/wakefield [accessed 20 June 2018].

10. Wakefield is in the bottom quintile of local authorities in England according to the 2015 Index 
of Multiple Deprivation (coming in 65th place out of 326 authorities). This source also shows 
that 47,400 people in the district (14.4 per cent of the population) live in neighbourhoods that 
are in the top 10 per cent of the most deprived in England. In particular, the district shows 
high levels of education and skills deprivation, as well as worsening indicators of deprivation 
in income and health. See http://www.wakefieldjsna.co.uk/site/wp-content/uploads/Pover-
ty-Profile.pdf and, for the full data set, https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-in-
dices-of-deprivation-2015 [accessed 20 June 2018].

11. The Hepworth Wakefield, which opened in 2011 and was awarded the title of Art Fund 
Museum of the Year in 2017, has been central to this cultural renewal. Simon Wallis, Direc-
tor of the Hepworth, spoke of ‘the value and power of culture in transforming the quality of 
people’s lives in the Wakefield district’ when collecting the award. See https://hepworth-
wakefield.org/news/the-hepworth-wakefield-wins-art-fund-museum-of-the-year-2017/ 
[accessed 21 June 2018].

12. All references to the Commedia are taken from La Commedia secondo l’antica vulgata, ed. Gior-
gio Petrocchi, 2nd edn, 4 vols (Florence: Le Lettere, 1994). Translations are taken from The Di-
vine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, ed. and trans. Robert M. Durling; introduction and notes Ron-
ald L. Martinez and Robert M. Durling, 3 vols (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996–2011). 
For a fuller discussion of these issues, see Honess, From Florence to the Heavenly City, 51–63.

13. Participants in the Wakefield project were provided with a booklet with a brief explanatory in-
troduction and three short extracts from Dante’s text (one from each cantica), namely: Inferno 
III. 1–30; Purgatorio XIII. 82–111; Paradiso III. 67–90.

14. The authors are grateful to Tracey Noble and to the clergy and staff of Wakefield Cathedral, to 
members of the Black Horse Poets and to Simone Lomartire for their practical support and for 
their enthusiasm for the project.

15. Around 80 copies of the booklet were distributed during May 2016. The complete poems and 
the photographs can be viewed via the Leeds Centre for Dante Studies webpages at: https://
ahc.leeds.ac.uk/leeds-centre-dante-studies/doc/community-projects [accessed 30 November 
2018].

16. The opening line of the poem, ‘Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita’ [In the middle of the jour-
ney of our life] (Inf., I. 1; our emphasis) is often seen as indicative of this universal perspective: 
the character’s life is also our life, the life of his readers.

17. While Hell is a journey of dead ends whose end-point (Lucifer, frozen in the ice-lake of Cocy-
tus) is ultimately static, the journey through Purgatory can have only one outcome – reunion 
with God in Heaven. See for example Virgil’s words to the penitent souls in Purg., III. 73–5.

18. A mulberry bush in the prison yard at Wakefield’s notorious Category A prison is thought to be 
the origin of the nursery rhyme ‘Here we go round the Mulberry Bush’; the dying prince is, of 
course, Richard, Duke of York, who was killed at the Battle of Wakefield in 1460, very close to 
where the Hepworth Gallery now stands.

19. ‘Sì come Aristotile dice, l’uomo è animale civile’ [As Aristotle says, man is a social animal] (Cvo, 
IV. xxvii. 3). See Dante, Convivio, ed. Cesare Vasoli and Domenico De Robertis, in Dante Alighieri: 
Opere Minori, 2 vols (Milan and Naples: Ricciardi, 1979–88), vol.I. 2; translation taken from The 
Banquet, trans. with intro. and notes Christopher Ryan (Saratoga, CA: Anma Libri, 1989).
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