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                      We are not here studying the philosophy, we see it, as part of the ordered world […]. Dante, more than any other poet, has succeeded in dealing with philosophy, not as theory (in the modern and not the Greek sense of the word), or as his own comment or reflection, but as something perceived.1
 

              

            
 
          
 
          When T.S. Eliot highlighted the “perceivability” of philosophy in the Commedia, he brought into focus a key feature of Dante’s art, one that differentiates his poem from all others and enlivens even its densely theological passages with the power of movement, sound, and colour. That vis is the performative aspect of poetry: not only do we see philosophy and theology thanks to Dante’s mimetic force, we also hear it and feel it in our fibres as if we were sitting in the audience of a theatre, with the physical vibrations of dance and acoustics running through our bodies. After all, liturgical drama, sacred songs, laud singing, and processions were pervasive experiences in churches, streets, and town squares: medieval Christians lived immersed in a culture of performance that permeated every religious celebration. This aspect of performativity is reflected in Dante’s great work and is what this book proposes to explore. Dante animates his poem in an almost theatrical manner, utilising representations of dance, song, and dialogue that at times have an air of liturgical drama, at times the realism of an Auerbachian mimesis. The poet relies on his medieval audience’s acquaintance with these performative forms of art: singing of psalms, mistery plays, carnival feasts, processions, street performances, and dancing were a pervasive urban reality for Christians in Europe.
 
          In Christian doctrine, the Word – not the written word, but the spoken logos, the sound of God’s voice – is at the root of the creation of the universe: “Le Verbe se répand dans le monde, qui par son moyen fut creé” (“The Word spreads in the world, which through it was created”).2 In his La lettre et la voix Swiss scholar Paul Zumthor beautifully elucidates the powers of oral performance, and in his eighth chapter (“La parole fondatrice”) he accounts for the force of the spoken word in medieval society. The word’s force is an “archive sonore des masses qui, en leur immense majorité, ignorent l’écriture et sont encore mentalement inaptes à participer à d'autres modes de communication que verbal” (“archive of sounds for the masses who, in their vast majority, ignore writing and are still mentally unable to participate in other methods of communication than verbal”).3 It is through the spoken word that the aural confession takes place, as declared by the Fourth Council of the Lateran in 1215, and we can see a powerfully poetic example in Inferno XIX, 64 ff, where Dante’s staging of a reverse confession features himself, a poet, chastising several popes at once (Nicholas III, Boniface VIII, and Clement V): it is a dramatization of poetry surpassing theology as the rightful means for upholding humanity’s moral and metaphysical universe. Conversely, it is through painfully spoken words that Beatrice in Purgatorio XXXI extracts an admission of guilt from the mouth of a travel-worn Dante, thus delivering him from the discomfort and affliction of sin.
 
          Oral culture, oral transmission, and oral performance were the core of human life in medieval times, more so than they are now, and it is only logical that we ask questions about how these oral factors affected the writing and reception of a work that makes realism such a central characterizing element. Furthermore, Dante’s masterwork presents instances of remarkable linguistic experimentation: the Commedia is the first text of Italian literature to offer us a substantial amount of dialogue, even if “per la mimési del dialogo reale […] non c’erano precedenti, o almeno precedenti in lingua del sì, a cui rifarsi” (“there were no precedents, or at least not in the Italian language, to look at for the mimesis of real dialogue”).4 Dante’s poem explores, for the first time and with unprecedented scope, both the dramatic potential of vernacular versification and the power of the realistic and comic register in a written work deeply rooted within the literary tradition.
 
          How can the rampant presence of orality in the medieval word reconcile with the entrenched literary traditions of which Dante was an heir, and especially with Christianity’s foundational texts, which are indeed written, immutable, and called Scripture? Those cultural traditions, which placed great confidence in fixing a text in ink on a page as a way of passing it down unchanged through time and space, produced not only the sacred books we call Biblia in ancient Greek, but – one could say – the very foundations of western literature. Dennis Howard Green framed the issue efficaciously when he stated that reading and listening, and likewise writing and speaking or singing, were modes of communication that coexisted and interacted with one another, not in oppositional terms or as conflicting channels, but as a mutual “interplay between the spoken and written word”.5 In the Middle Ages, this interpenetration of orality and the writerly process was the norm rather than the exception, and indeed “a medieval literate author could of course also read his sources, but alongside this for various reasons his access to sources may have been by oral means”.6 Green’s Medieval Listening and Reading, which primarily explores German oral literature and language, is grounded in a solid tradition of research on the popular culture and orality of the Middle Ages, a path laid by Jacques LeGoff, Aron Gurevich, Leo Treitler, Jean-Claude Schmitt and others,7 and was followed by similar scholarship in the fields of French, Occitan, Latin and English literatures, as noted for example in the 2005 volume published in honour of D.H. Green, Orality and Literacy in the Middle Ages.8 A parallel interest in medieval Italian literature has likewise produced promising results, and in 1998 Enrico Artifoni wrote that, in medieval culture, “la tradizione orale contava quanto la Bibbia, quanto la cultura classica o l’agiografia” (“oral tradition was as important as the Bible, classical culture, or hagiography”).9
 
          One of the most successful rhetorical devices in Dante’s poetry is his ability to “raccontare dialogando […] sceneggiare invece che raccontare […] drammatizzazione del proprio atteggiamento spirituale” (“recount dialogically […] by scripting instead of telling […] a dramatization of his spiritual attitude”),10 through his frequent employment of the rhetorical process of hypotyposis, which consists in representing a scene vividly, three-dimensionally and dynamically, indeed almost theatrically, as if the reader were a direct witness to it. Many centuries later, Italian novelist Carlo Emilio Gadda also made use of hypotyposis as a figure of speech in Meditazione milanese, while simultaneously warning against its overuse:
 
           
            Vi consiglio a non fidarvi troppo delle ipotiposi o almeno farne quel saggio uso che si addice al filosofo. Esse sono come l’ombrello, che serve finché piove. Tutta la storia della scienza è un dubbio chiarito, una interpretazione sopravvenuta ad altre, che le bandiva.
 
          
 
           
            (I advise you not to trust hypotyposes too much or at least make wise use of them as befits the philosopher. They are like an umbrella, which is needed only so long as it rains. The whole history of science is a doubt clarified, an interpretation that replaces and contradicts an earlier one.)11
 
          
 
          Gadda realised the risk he was taking in employing a strongly iconic style, and yet he refused to abandon this mode of writing so rich in imagery.12 Deriving from the Greek ὑποτύπωσις (“sketch”), hypotyposis typically refers and appeals to visual content (ὑποτυπόω means “to draw”, “to draft”), though it can involve all the other senses as well. Dante’s employment of hypotyposis most often involves sounds and images in motion, as occurs for example in the Heaven of Moon, when the soul of Piccarda Donati disappears like a stone sinking in water, accompanied by the notes of a Hail Mary:
 
           
               Così parlommi, e poi cominciò «Ave,
 
            Maria» cantando, e cantando vanio
 
            come per acqua cupa cosa grave.
 
          
 
           
            (Thus she spoke to me, and then began to sing / Ave Maria, and, still singing, vanished, / like something heavy through deep water.)
 
          
 
           
            
              
                    	
                      (Paradiso V, 121 – 123)


              

            
 
          
 
          In addition to a deeper rhetorical analysis, along with investigations and critical discussions of passages that benefit from the evocation of dance, music, and dramatic action, this book attempts to reconstruct the historical and cultural context behind certain lines, tercets, and entire cantos of Dante’s poem. Liturgical dramas, pageants, street performances, church songs, psalm singing, lauds, and public feasts are the kinds of performative experiences which informed the invention of many of the Commedia’s passages. Although it is rare that one can identify a specific text, event, or poetic structure as a singular source for Dante’s poetry, the volume’s twenty-first-century audience will nevertheless benefit from the backdrop of historical research as an aid to understand the context and construction of selected performative scenes. Once again, in the words of Paul Zumthor, “[T]hanks to a long-standing aesthetic prejudice, all artistic language production is identified with writing: hence the difficulty we have in recognising the validity of that which is not written. We have so refined the techniques of these arts that our aesthetic sensitivity spontaneously rejects the apparent immediacy of the vocal apparatus”.13 Scholars have observed that much of medieval lyrics, at least vernacular lyrics, were often delivered orally:
 
           
            Medieval literacy was by and large “recitation literacy”. Texts were often thought of as functions of oral performance, not self-sufficient entities. Even producers of texts tended to think of the written page as uttered words temporarily stored as graphic signs in order to be uttered again later.14
 
          
 
          And Dante’s own testimony confirms that oral fruition was a frequent and important modality for versifiers:
 
           
            […] Gottus Mantuanus, qui suas multas et bonas cantiones nobis oretenus intimavit. Hic semper in stantia unum carmen incomitatum texebat, quod clavem vocabat. Et sicut de uno licet, licet etiam de duobus, et forte de pluribus.
 
          
 
           
            ([…] Gotto of Mantua, who recited many of his excellent canzoni to me in person; he always wove one line with no matching rhyme into every stanza, and called it the key-line. And what can be done with one line can also be done with two, and perhaps with more.)
 
          
 
           
            
              
                    	
                      (De vulgari eloquentia I, xiii, 4)


              

            
 
          
 
          While continuing to make good use of philological and historical scholarship in the field, this book nevertheless will attempt to peek beneath the layer of the written text in order to discover its oral and performative aspects. It examines the poetic passages that imitate different performing arts, from dance to dramaturgy, to music; while not claiming to be exhaustive or specialized in all these disciplines, it proposes a fresh look at Dante’s poem through the mimesis of the arts with which the poem so craftily engages. The extreme specialization that characterizes today’s academia has produced, over the decades, extraordinary results, but also some limitations of the field of vision. These are the parameters that Dante's Performance proposes to broaden and recalibrate, with a wide-ranging look at the arts camouflaged by poetic language.
 
          My methodology will accordingly make use of multiple approaches, adopting a distinction which Paolo Pizzimento has highlighted between the performativity of the Commedia and performativity in the Commedia.15 Pizzimento, who follows in the steps of performance studies scholars such as Richard Schechner16 and Paul Zumthor,17 observes that performance does not take place in something, but rather through something, and thus when we speak of the performativity of the Commedia we turn to semantic, rhetorical, phonic, prosodic, musical and narratological elements cleverly arranged in Dante’s score, all seeming to show how the poema sacro is structured according to Zumthor’s modèle performanciel. And so, Pizzimento asks, does the Commedia respond to that finalité performancielle which, according to Zumthor, is so embedded in the medieval literary work as to render it resistant to silent reading?18 The Commedia was written for private and likely silent reading, and even though several early sources testify to its oral performance in disparate social milieus, it is strongly rooted in the written poetic tradition of European literature. However, the inherently performative character of Dante’s masterpiece and its subtle use of performativity act as a rhetorical tool: when, in Purgatorio II, 112, the musician Casella intones Dante’s own canzone “Amor che ne la mente mi ragiona”, we can certainly observe with Pizzimento that the episode testifies to the frequent oral reception of literature in the Middle Ages, linked to the dimension of performance.19 At the same time, we should note that Purgatorio II does incorporate and commits to paper what was likely a recurring performative event: that of Dante listening to a musician execute a canzone – and his own canzone, the countermovement of oral performance into literary language which nonetheless maintains the synesthetic power and iconicity of orality.20 In a similar spirit, Purgatorio XII, 25 – 60 and Paradiso XIX, 115 – 141 describe in pen and ink the performance of textuality: the purgatorial exemplars of punished pride – chosen from the Bible and from the classical world – are sculpted on a wall for the edification of the penitents, but only the readers of the Commedia can see the acrostic VOM (“man”) which results from the initial letters of the words beginning each tercet (“Vedea” “O” “Mostrava”), with the likely meaning that the sin of pride marks man from his first appearance in the world.21 Similarly, in the Heaven of Jupiter of Paradiso XIX, the word “LVE” (plague) is formed by the initials of the tercets in which the bad rulers are chastised.
 
          The historical and philological approach employed in Dante's Performance will help clarify the cultural context in which scenes of dance, music, or drama were created. I draw my methodological approach to drama from the studies by Ludovico Zorzi, Anna Evangelista, Annamaria Testaverde, and especially the recent, monumental double volume by Nerida Newbigin. However, since these excellent studies do not consider works prior to the fifteenth century, I also availed myself of the work of such scholars as Luigi Allegri, Franklin Toker, and Sandra Pietrini, whose historical focus on the late Middle Ages offers a privileged perspective on Dante’s own time. Of additional use are the monumental works of Ludovico Antonio Muratori, Alessandro D’Ancona, Paolo Toschi, Vincenzo De Bartholomaeis, and Charles Edmond Henri de Coussemaker, all of which collect and transcribe an invaluable wealth of dramaturgical and musical texts from the medieval period, including the time of Dante.
 
          The pictorial aspects of the Commedia have been the object of excellent studies, from Christopher Kleinhenz22 to Laura Pasquini,23 and indeed Dante was aware of both the absorbing power of the visual arts and of the mimetic quality of poetry, as he writes, in the Heaven of the The Fixed Stars:
 
           
               La mente innamorata, che donnea
 
            con la mia donna sempre, di ridure
 
            ad essa li occhi più che mai ardea;
 
               e se natura o arte fé pasture
 
            da pigliare occhi, per aver la mente,
 
            in carne umana o ne le sue pitture,
 
               tutte adunate, parrebber nïente
 
            ver’ lo piacer divin che mi refulse,
 
               quando mi volsi al suo viso ridente.
 
          
 
           
            (My loving mind, which always lingers lovingly / on my lady, ardently longed, still more than ever, / to let my eyes once more be fixed on her / And if nature or art have fashioned lures / of human flesh, or of paintings done of it, / to catch the eyes and thus possess the mind, / all these combined would seem as nothing / compared to that divine beauty that shone on me / when I turned back and saw her smiling face.)
 
          
 
           
            
              
                    	
                       (Paradiso XXVII, 88 – 96)


              

            
 
          
 
          This book, however, will look at art in motion in the Commedia, not just as ekphrasis, but with the lens “kinesic intelligence”,24 as Ellen Spolsky defines it, our human capacity to discern and interpret body movements, postures, facial expressions in both real situations and in artistic representations. Heather Webb has capitalized on this method in her recent Dante, Artist of Gesture, conducting a careful analysis of the codified gestures in Dante’s work. In the chapters that deal with drama and dance, I propose to look specifically at how the poetic representations of such movements convey a mimetic meaning that would otherwise be lost without the reader’s imagined reception of a spectacle.
 
          Reflecting on this theme, a reader might pause to wonder: what kinds of performances was Dante likely to attend, as a man of his time? Some of the texts which the poet might have heard performed or seen represented may still exist in written form or within the descriptions of feasts and events in chronicles, ordinal books, processionals and other texts of practical use. Archival research to discover such texts would prove a highly challenging task with disappointing yields, since very few documents of this nature have survived from Dante’s time, and even Charles Singleton’s early study of Florentine carnival songs and processions did not include works prior to the mid-fifteenth century.25 The problem of the sources becomes an almost insurmountable obstacle if we limit ourselves only to works contemporary with Dante. Nevertheless, with a slightly broader perspective, we can find chronicles and ordinal books that allow us to reconstruct a panorama approximating thirteenth- and fourteenth-century dramaturgical practices in Europe and Italy.
 
          Reconstructing the rich performative environment of Dante’s time will allow us to grasp subtexts, echoes, and references to the shared experience of being a spectator and an audience to the art that took place in the churches, palaces, piazzas, and streets of Italian cities. As Martin Eisner wrote, “Dante’s library was not only a textual one: his thinking was deeply informed by the built world that he inhabited, replete with images that shaped his thinking about theology, politics, and the church”.26 Many critics have devoted sparse lines or isolated articles to the study of theatricality in Dante’s Commedia – and, after all, even the very title of Dante’s masterwork, though not universally accepted to be Comedía (see pp. 57 ff.), invites such reflections – but no comprehensive analysis of the Commedia’s performative aspects has been produced, and particularly no work that takes into consideration contemporary forms of theatre, liturgical drama, civic and carnival plays and public dances, music, and dance performances. The representation of the devil, for example, was intrinsically pictorial and theatrical long before it was literary, as is proven by the fact that he often appears “motioning” in manuscript miniatures and church frescoes, or by his presence as the main character in early liturgical drama, as for example in the Jeu d’Adam, also known as Ordo creationis Ade, a twelfth-century dramatization of the Old Testament story of original sin, considered to be the oldest French-language dramaturgical text.27 Many similar dramas featuring devils, hell, and inherently “Dantean” settings and situations were then written and staged in late-medieval Europe, as shown, for example, by D’Ancona’s research on performances in several Italian cities. Feasts of fools and carnival plays are the implied sociological and textual context of the Infernal farces, hell being “the Middle Age’s theatrum diaboli”28 on whose stage the Christian re-elaboration of tragic ideals took place, at a time and place (Padua, 1315) in which Albertino Mussato revived Latin theatre with the first secular theatrical text written in centuries, the Ecerinis.29 After all, “the very title of the poem, Comedía, conjures up shades of Roman comedy and its overall plan resembles a mystery play: set during Easter week in 1300, Dante’s poema sacro unfolds like a sacra rappresentazione modeled on the ‘comic’ structure of Christian history seen as providential drama”.30
 
          Within the context of this research, theatricality can be defined as strongly dialogic passages, action or gestures described as if performed before a viewing audience, or action described as if taking place within a confined area functioning as a stage.31 Music, dancing, and theatrical episodes abound in the Commedia: the devils denying Virgil entrance to the city of Dis and the ensuing intervention of the angel who forces open the gates (Inferno VII–IX); the sudden escape of a sinner, which Dante terms a novo ludo (“strange sport”), using a technical expression of medieval theatre; the devils’ pursuit, their failure and fight among themselves (Inferno XXI–XXII), which Leo Spitzer has viewed as a farce and which displays carnivalesque elements, as all the devils bear names and physical appearances that evoke animalistic masks; the valley of the princes (Purgatorio VII–VIII), where the negligent rulers move in ritual formation and sing liturgical songs under the watchful eyes of Dante, Virgil and Sordello, who are positioned above for more optimal viewing
 
           
               Di questo balzo meglio li atti e ' volti
 
            conoscerete voi di tutti quanti,
 
            che ne la lama giù tra essi accolti.
 
          
 
           
            (From this bank you will more easily discern / their gestures and their features / than if you went among them down below)
 
          
 
           
            
              
                    	
                      (Purgatorio VII, 88 – 90)


              

            
 
          
 
          The sculptures on the walls of Purgatorio XI, seen as Dante’s examples of tableaux vivants; the return of Beatrice, a symbolic occurrence in Canto XXX of Purgatorio, preceded and followed by a procession of angels enacting the scene of rebirth in a way that recalls a Visitatio sepulchri with Dante, Virgil and Statius taking the positions of the Three Marys, Matelda as the guardian angel and Beatrice as Christ; the dance of theological virtues (Purgatorio XXX) and that of the theologians (Paradiso X–XIV), also containing a convergence of text and performance that affects our reception if we understand it as a ritualised but innovative spectacle which Dante’s Christian poetry has cleansed of negative moral connotations and has cast as a pure expression of the love of God.
 
          Thus, Chapter One of this book surveys various examples of performance, from secular forms of theatre and the jongleurs, to liturgical drama in Europe and particularly in Northern Italy where Dante lived. What did theatre mean to Dante and his contemporaries? The word theatrum itself evoked classical antiquity along with strong hints of paganism, and for thirteenth-century Christians it would immediately conjure a millennium of moral warnings and raised eyebrows. After an analysis of medieval views on secular and Christian forms of theatre, this chapter will provide a general introduction to the forms of sacred and popular theatre that permeated the life of any medieval town. Today’s readers may find it difficult to imagine a dimension that was conscious in the medieval mind, that of the spectator of secular and sacred spectacles, including liturgical drama, mystery plays, feasts of fools, and dances. Some of these activities fall into the category of oral tradition and were generally not recorded in writing, but in other cases we have accounts, descriptions or iconographic representations that help us to reconstruct these events. The oral tradition, which included songs, musical or bodily performance, acting and ritual gestures, was an important and little investigated inspiration for Dante’s poetry, which sprang
 
           
            […] from both an oral tradition (the spoken and probably sung vernacular languages and songs) and a written tradition or traditions. Dante’s descriptive metaphors of heritage are unambiguous: the mother's language (her lullabies and love songs alike, those models of sung and unwritten literature) is being elevated to the status of what is otherwise the father’s, and the father’s, the classical, is then, of course, replaced as the model by the child’s, by this “new” language of poetry.32
 
          
 
          Chapter Two, “Dialogue, Drama and Carnival in the Inferno”, explores the intense dialogicity of the first canticle and its representational stakes while exploring its possible sources and culture milieus. The chapter analyses Dante’s literary treatment of such disparate cultural spheres and social layers, ranging from devotional lauds to liturgical dramas, and from Easter plays to folklore.
 
          Chapter Three, “Liturgical Drama in the Purgatorio”, is devoted to the many passages in the second canticle which have a distinctly dramatic structure. It proposes to read those episodes as the transposition of a liturgical drama in verses, contrasting and comparing Dante’s text with late-medieval documents and testimonies of sacred representations, dramatic lauds, and religious processions, this chapter analyses the intrinsically theatrical nature of such cantos.
 
          Chapter Four, “Dancing in the Afterlife”, considers performative episodes throughout the three canticles of Dante’s poem. From the grotesquely parodic movements of the sinners in hell to the humbling example of King David and the celebratory performances of Matelda and the virtues in purgatory, culminating in the sacred dance of the Theologians in heaven, the chapter examines the specific terminology and secular antecedents that define these choreographed moments for medieval and contemporary readers. Probing the ambiguous role of dance in secular and religious settings, as a show of devilish debauchery or a celebration of courtly virtues, the chapter finally explores the unexpected inversions of gender in Dante’s portrayal of the Church Doctors as they join hands in dance in the Heaven of the Sun.
 
          Chapter Five, “Theatre, Dance, and Polyphony in the Paradiso”, considers the multifaceted aspects of performance in Dante’s Paradiso. Starting from the idea that “all the heavens are a stage”, the chapter considers how music, dance, and the very architecture of the theatre aid the poet in his daunting task of envisioning what cannot rightly be put into words. Through an examination of vocal techniques from glossolalia to polyphonic singing, readers will gain a better sense of the performative reality of Dante’s time and place, as well as the ineffable unreality portrayed in the heavenly spheres. The chapter explores the performative aspects of mysticism among the Franciscan orders as well as the flagellantes and other ascetics. It also analyses the clockwork circular motion of the heavens, echoed in the corale of the theologians, the perpetual songs of the blessed, and in the supreme vision of the trinitarian God at the end of the poem. The analysis ends with the image of the White Rose as an amphitheatre that seats the blessed in the empyrean, a reverse image of the unholy amphitheatrical structure of hell.
 
          Dante's Performance explores how the psychological, spiritual, and metaphysical journey of the Commedia is staged and represented through performative arts, allowing for a powerful poetic rendering of the inside world of the pilgrim and of the macro representation of the universe outside. The mimetic quality of Dante’s poetry – resulting both from the author’s experience as an audience to sung masses and liturgical dramas and as a scholar who had thoroughly researched poetic and theological attitudes toward such performative activities – further enlivens and makes accessible the contents of the text. This book’s five chapters will explore the effects of Dante’s poetics of dramaturgy and will attempt an historical reconstruction of the cultural background from which it sprang forth.
 
        
 
      
       
         
          Chapter one. Medieval Theatre before and up to Dante
 
        
 
         
           
            
              
                    	 
                      Spectare vis, esto spectaculum.
 
                      (If you want to see the show, be the show)
 
                      Augustine, Enarratio in Psalmum XXXIX, 9
 
                      (PL 36:440).
 

              

            
 
          
 
          In 1991 Peter Armour began to trace a path to critically analyse the theatricality of Dante's work, in an essay that summarised its dramaturgical aspects, from the baffling title Comedía (as it is spelled in the poem itself) to Dante’s cultural and performative background, arriving to propose the image of Dante as a joculator and of his poem as a song “like all great comedy, popular”.33 Armour perhaps deliberately overplayed certain aspects for the sake of illustrating the palest shades and grasping the small details in such a complex work as the Commedia. But if his approach is taken up again and continued with the same philological and historical rigour, a novel perspective from which to look at the poem can be gained.
 
          
            1 History and Historiography: Medieval Theatre around Dante
 
            Studies in the history of medieval theatre have made great headway since Ludovico Antonio Muratori’s 1739 volume of De spectaculis et ludis publicis, which he included as the dissertatio vigesimanona, or twenty-ninth book, of his monumental Antiquitates italicae medii aevi. Muratori realised immediately that even with respect to other regions of Europe, Italy offers fewer and more problematic sources for the study of medieval theatre. Trouble already arises with the very word theatrum, which during the Middle Ages was imbued, along with mimus and ludi, with negative shades of paganism, dubious morality and licentiousness.
 
             
              Qui Ludi publici, quæ magnifica Spectacula & oblectamenta Populo præberentur Italico post declinationem Imperii Romani, atque ante Annum Christi Millesimum, pauca novimus, quia ne Historias quidem illius ævi nisi pauculas habemus. Præterea suspicandi locus est, barbarica illa tempora, ac rudes gentes parum sibi procurasse, quæ tanta pecuniæ effusione a Græcis ac Romanis olim edebantur, ac tanto studio Populus spectatum accurrebat.
 
            
 
             
              (As to what public games, what magnificent spectacles and pastimes were offered to the Italian people after the fall of the Roman empire and before the year one thousand, we know little, since we have but few stories of that period. In addition, there is room to assume that the barbarous time and the primitive people cared little about those things which were once built with great effusion of money by the Greeks and the Romans, and which the people eagerly came to watch.)34
 
            
 
            When compared to his unflattering definition of non-Romans as primitive people, Muratori – who was the first scholar to collect, systematise and shed light on hundreds of documents from the Italian Middle Ages – shows admiration for the theatre of the Romans and the Greeks, two civilisations that shared a great appreciation for and made substantial investments in theatre production. The Italian historian, numismatic, and presbyter, however, lamented the Longobards’ lack of interest in dramaturgy, those rudes gentes living in the barbarous centuries after the Roman empire fell. Though Muratori acknowledges Theodoric’s reluctant concessions to appease the population with entertainment (“ut Populo ad ea spectacula assueto voluptatem præberet, non quod illa ipse probaret” [“so that Theodoric might provide entertainment for the People accustomed to those spectacles, not that he himself should enjoy them”]),35 he nevertheless complains about the dearth of documentation indicating the existence of theatre during those centuries, and suspects an absence of any true theatrical activity:
 
             
              Præter militares Ludos, qui oblectarent Langobardorum gente, postquam Italis potita est, alios frustra in Chartis quaerimus.
 
            
 
             
              (Besides the military games which entertained the Longobards, after Italy was conquered, in vain do we search the documents for information about other forms of entertainment.)36
 
            
 
            Despite his complaints about the scarcity of documentation, Muratori does mention theatrical (in the broadest sense) activities including public spectacles under the Goths, the Longobards and the Franks. For example, Regino of Prüm, the Saxon annalist, and Marianus Scotus report that the wedding of Duke Boso of Provence and Ermengard of Italy, daughter of Holy Roman Emperor Louis II took place in 877 in the town of Pavia “tanto apparatu, tantaque Ludorum magnificentia, ut huius celebritatis gaudia modum excessisse ferantur” (“With such splendour and such magnificent spectacles that the joy of the celebrations were reported to exceed measure”).37 These civic and “secular” forms of theatre continued until the late Middle Ages with jousts, simulated fights, dances, splendid feasts, and horseraces:
 
             
              mos erat Ludis militaribus, idest Torneamentis & Giostris, aliisque fictis certaminibus operam dare, choreis et conviviis opiparis indulgere, equitum choros splendide comptos ducere, Hippodromia, sive equos cursu certantes, aliaque ejusmodi oblectamenta non sine incredibili magnificentia et apparatu ornamentorum exhibere.
 
            
 
             
              (it was usual to engage in military sports such as tournaments and jousts, and other recreational contests; to indulge in dances and feasts of the people, to hold grand horse parades, the hippodrome or horse races, and other such amusements, not without incredible magnificence and ornamental display.)38
 
            
 
            Muratori cannot help likening these military parades to Dante’s famously half-amused description of his Ghibelline enemies’ maladroit jousts in Arezzo, a sign of the inevitable theatrical element in such military deployments:
 
             
                 corridor vidi per la terra vostra,
 
              o Aretini, e vidi gir gualdane,
 
              fedir torneamenti e correr giostra;
 
                 quando con trombe, e quando con campane,
 
              con tamburi e con cenni di castella,
 
              e con cose nostrali e con istrane
 
            
 
             
              (I have seen outriders in your land, / O Aretines. I have seen raiding-parties, / tournaments of teams, hand-to-hand jousts / begun with bells, trumpets, or drums, / with signals from the castle, / with summons of our own and those from foreign lands)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno XXII, 4 – 9)


                

              
 
            
 
            Following this political thread, Muratori then collects and discusses much documentation about the role of jongleurs in the corti bandite (public banquets): these feasts were always attended by a number of “Mimorum, Circulatorum, Funambulorum, Scurram, Argyrtarum, Ludionum ac id genus aliorum hominum qui lusibus suis, sive cantilenis tum palatium tum populum diu noctuve oblectabant” (“Mimes, travelling artists, rope-walkers, buffoons, jesters and those kinds of people who entertained the noble and the commonfolk with songs of games, by day and night”),39 testifying to the abundance of secular entertainment at private and public events throughout the Middle Ages.
 
            The documentation unearthed by Muratori provided an essential starting point for later scholars, paving the way for the future development of theatrical studies before Charles Edmond Henri de De Coussemaker and Alessandro D’Ancona changed course from this secular view and devoted their attention to the drama of the Church. They made accessible a wealth of thirteenth-century documentation describing liturgical dramas and indicating that most performances took place on the occasions of important saint days or primary liturgical feasts such as Christmas and Easter. In most cases, these religious dramas were in Latin, sometimes with musical accompaniment to be sung in a simple, monophonic style. Soon enough, vernacular dialogues began to appear, but the stage directions and musical portions remained in Latin, with the music set in plainchant or polyphony.40 Testimonies of such plays come from St. Martial of Limoges, Origny, Saint Benoît sur Loire (the famous Fleury playbook), St. Gall, Winchester, and, in Italy, Cividale del Friuli, Padua, and Sulmona.41 In addition, Alessandro D’Ancona’s Origini del teatro italiano contains a wealth of sources from Tuscany and northern Italy which are particularly relevant for the time period and whereabouts of Dante.
 
             Recent scholarship has challenged the traditional view that European drama had completely died out with the destruction of the Roman theatres in the sixth century, only to be refounded in the tenth century with Christian drama inspired by liturgy. Even if the notion of theatrical performance in the classical sense was completely lost,42 there is a wealth of fragmentary but incontrovertible evidence – also thanks to Muratori’s work – showing that a variety of dramaturgical activity, often involving mime or music, persisted throughout the Middle Ages. A thread of continuity from the Roman world to medieval performance arts can be found in the figure of the actor, and since the performance spaces were no longer Roman theatres, but the city’s streets and piazzas, some scholars speak of the “teatralità diffusa” (pervasive theatricality) inherent to medieval theatre.43
 
            And yet, there is an altogether different theatrical dimension surrounding Dante, one that is literary, non-dramaturgical and is likely at the heart of the poet’s references to Latin theatrical works, as occurs in the much-debated mention in Inferno XVIII of Thais, a character from a play by Terence, the Eunuchus. Dante seems to misunderstand Terence’s text, which suggests he may have read an out-of-context excerpt or quote of the Eunuchus, perhaps in Cicero’s De Amicitia XXVI, 98, and most likely he never saw the play on stage. The matter is complicated by the poet’s reference to Terence as well as Seneca in the Letter to Cangrande, utilising these classical authors to explain the title and lyrical registers of his Commedia. The famous epistle, whose authenticity is debated and represents one of the greatest enigmas in Dante Studies, employs the classical theory of genres involving comedy, elegy, and tragedy, possibly drawing from Papias, Uguccione da Pisa, and John Balbus of Genoa44:
 
             
              Et est comedia genus quoddam poetice narrationis ab omnibus aliis differens. Differt ergo a tragedia in materia per hoc, quod tragedia in principio est admirabilis et quieta, in fine seu exitu est fetida et horribilis; et dicitur propter hoc a «tragos» quod est hircus et «oda» quasi «cantus hircinus», idest fetidus ad modum hirci; ut patet per Senecam in suis tragediis. Comedia vero inchoat asperitatem alicuius rei, sed eius materia prospere terminatur, ut patet per Terentium in suis comediis. Et hinc consueverunt dictatores quidam in suis salutationibus dicere loco salutis, «tragicum principium et comicum finem».
 
            
 
             
              (Now comedy is a certain kind of poetical narration which differs from all others. It differs, then, from tragedy in its subject-matter, in that tragedy at the beginning is admirable and placid, but at the end or issue is foul and horrible. And tragedy is so called from tragos, a goat, and oda; as it were a “goat-song”, that is to say foul like a goat, as appears from the tragedies of Seneca. Whereas comedy begins with sundry adverse conditions, but ends happily, as appears from the comedies of Terence. And for this reason it is the custom of some writers in their salutation to say by way of greeting: “a tragic beginning and a comic ending to you!”.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Epistle XIII, 29)


                

              
 
            
 
            Even if the letter were not authentic, we could say that it reflects Dante’s terminology and that the forger reproduced the poet’s vision quite faithfully, as Dante mentions the very same literary genres in the Paradiso (XXX, 24) to illustrate the exemplary failure of the established literary structures before the vision of God, and in De vulgari eloquentia (II, iv, 5) as part of a linguistic discussion.45 Thus, despite the fact that Terence and Seneca were indeed the dramatists most imitated by early church drama,46 it is safe to say that Dante viewed the theoretical discussion on the genre of comedy as a predominantly if not exclusively literary matter. This was customary in a literary culture such as that of medieval Europe, which relied heavily upon tradition and authority: even Petrarch, in his youth, wrote a comedy – titled Philologia Philostrati, it was never meant to be staged and is now lost – that was likely inspired by the plays of Terence, as the latter was considered the greatest author of the comedic genre in classical antiquity.
 
            And yet, the author of the Commedia does at times use technical terms from the realm of theatre, such as larva (“mask”) in Purgatorio V, 127 – 129 (“Se tu avessi cento larve / sovra la faccia non mi sarian chiuse / le tue cogitation quantunque parve” [“If over your face you wore / a hundred masks, even your faintest thoughts  / would not be hidden from my sight”]) and Paradiso XXX, 91 – 93 (“poi come gente stata sotto larve, / che pare altro che prima, se si sveste / la sembianza non sua in che disparve” [“Then, like people wearing masks, / once they put off the likeness not their own / in which they hid, seem other than before”]). Nino Borsellino points out that “Il gioco del travestimento qui non sembra un richiamo libresco; sottintende una memoria visiva” (“the game of disguise here does not seem to be merely a bookish reference; it rather implies a visual memory”),47 clearly a reminiscence that came to Dante after watching dramatic plays. Certainly, as I hope to show in this chapter, Dante had plenty of occasions to see actors, masks, carnival plays, sacred dramas, and dramatised dialogues in churches, streets, and piazzas, as these activities were common enough throughout Europe, and hardly anyone living in a city could avoid them entirely, as “[t]he church was not only the ‘foremost concert hall’ of the Middle Ages, it was also its principal theatre – indeed its opera house”.48
 
            Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century historians such as Edmond de Coussemaker, Alessandro D’Ancona, E.K. Chambers, Paolo Toschi, and Edmond Faral published a wealth of archival material, from which they concluded that medieval drama was born in the Church, beginning with the trope Quem quaeritis – a mere three-line dialogue whose oldest attestation is found in a twelfth-century manuscript49 – and evolving over the centuries to become longer and more complex until it finally took shape in the mystery cycles and the sacred representations of the later Middle Ages. Whatever its actual role in the birth of medieval theatre, the scene of the Quem quaeritis’ visitation of the sepulchre, with the three Marys entering the tomb of Christ and finding it empty, was central to the popular imagination of medieval Christians, and in the earliest stages of sacred theatre it was the first drama that the church legitimately accepted into the liturgy.50 A Quem quaeritis thus appeared in many local rites across Europe, including that of Florence’s Santa Reparata. The Ms. Riccardiana 3005, which contains the ordinal book of Dante’s day cathedral, mandates its performance on the Sunday after Easter day:
 
             
              Finita ant.[iphona] Stetit angelus, incipiat cantor trophum Quem queritis et officium Resurrexi cum suis pertinentiis.
 
            
 
             
              (Once the antiphon is finished, the angel shall stand, the singer shall begin the trope “Quem queritis” and the office “Resurrexi” with its pertinences.)51
 
            
 
            So central was this scene in the mind of Christians during Eastertide, we might wonder whether the reappearance of Beatrice in Purgatorio XXX, while Dante, Virgil and Statius approach the sacred realm of Eden, is somehow reminiscent of that archetypal drama of resurrection, as will be discussed in Chapter 3.
 
            The traditional “evolutionistic” thesis that medieval theatre was born from Christian liturgy was challenged in the twentieth century by Osborne Bennet Hardison (1965), Joan Drumbl (1989) and others. These scholars returned to Muratori’s notion of a secular dimension of medieval theatre, one that – by separating spectacle from dramatic literature – is closely connected to the civic life of the town and reflects the cultural continuity and universality of the phenomenon. This latter position, while reassessing non-liturgical forms of theatre, still maintains the importance of the Quem quaeritis in the development of medieval drama but also links additional types of texts to the developmental process. The trope, Drumbl argues, was one such textual genre, though not the only one or the most important in the early years of medieval religious theatre. He asserts that the development of liturgical drama should be considered independently from Quem quaeritis and Visitatio sepulchri.52 Drumbl thus replaces the Quem quaeritis with the Jeu d’Adam as the testo guida for the investigation of medieval drama. The Jeu d’Adam, the oldest European drama written almost entirely in a vernacular language – only preserved in a single manuscript (Tours, Bibliothèque Municipale MS 927) – differs in scope, style, and purpose from other contemporary plays.53 It was not a liturgical text, but it may have been intended for performance on one of the major feasts of the liturgical calendar. The play treats the vicissitudes of Adam and Eve, then Cain and Abel, and includes a section on Old Testament prophets who foretell the birth of Christ. In this section, titled Ordo representacionis Ade, a parade of biblical prophets recite their parts, then are dragged off to hell by devils. After this, and immediately after Nabugodonosor (Nebuchadnezzar) responds to Isaiah’s prophecy about the birth of Christ, the text was left unfinished. This text is important because it functions as a “template for the successful performance of a drama whose various elements may have developed over many years”.54 Many of its elements became distinctive hallmarks of liturgical drama: the physical representation of heaven and hell, the realistic attention to clothing and movement, the dialogic structure of the text. Here we can observe fascinating similarities with some aspects of Dante’s Commedia, since the representation of hell was a favourite of medieval plays. One example is Inferno IV, 52 – 63, where Virgil provides an eye-witness account of the harrowing of hell, mentioning the patriarchs that Jesus saved shortly after dying on the cross. The Jeu d’Adam (and other Ordines prophetarum) was not the only performance text to use loci deputati (symbolic points or constructions on stage) symbolising hell and earthly paradise; nevertheless, just as the Commedia narrates far beyond the story of its protagonist, the Jeu d’Adam “does much more than tell the story of Adam and Eve: it describes the day-to-day moral dilemmas facing every human being in an era of rapid social and cultural change. It may even have been intended to represent the entire history of human salvation”.55
 
            Dante’s writing often feels akin to medieval theatre because attention to scenic detail abounds in the Commedia: the intrat of the nameless devil who brings the damned soul of the Lucchese barrator (Inferno XXI, 35 – 36) is somewhat grand and terrifying; ser Brunetto’s expression of marvel as he pulls the hem of Dante’s robe (Inferno XV, 24); the address to the reader in Inferno XXII, 118 about the “nuovo ludo” (strange act) that Ciampolo is about to play; the fading voices of the penitents to “a hoarse and drawn-out ‘Oh!’” (Purgatorio V, 25) when they realise that Dante is a living person. The list could go on at length, and the result of these dramaturgical narrative is often one that mixes comedy and tragedy, crude realism and vivid literary description. In the words of Jeffrey Schnapp, “hell, the Middle Age’s ‘theatrum diaboli’ by definition, emerged as the most logical site for the Christian re-elaboration of tragic ideals”.56
 
            There is no need to suggest that Dante was directly familiar with the twelfth-century Jeu d’Adam, which was written in French (or better, Anglo-Norman, but with stage directions and the choral parts in Latin) and mostly performed in the Anglo-Norman geographical context.57 However, its dramatic elements are found in many sacred plays containing a representation of the otherworld, as if the afterlife – and hell in particular – were to be “performed” in order to be understood. It is my goal to show that Dante was keenly aware of the power these dramaturgical elements could bring to his otherworldly poetry, and he subtly tapped into his readers’ universe of references to evoke certain shared memories of what they witnessed in piazzas, churches, and fairs during the liturgical year. One might even suspect that the poet, in choosing Comedía as the title for his work, was aware of and silently embraced its provocative and destabilising potential, thus anticipating the bewilderment of its most cultivated commentators.58
 
            It is a commonly accepted ground among historians that theatre – in the way we moderns intend it – was not practised in the Middle Ages,59 but what this book considers is what Padoan, in denying the practise of theatre, called “mera imitazione letteraria nella pressoché totale indifferenza delle esigenze della recitazione: che non è solo dialogo, ma è situazione, azione, gesto” (“a merely literary imitation that almost completely forgoes the needs of acting: which is not only dialogue, but it is situation, action, gesture”).60 In other words, I believe that such imitation, which certainly carries with itself a popular and folk legacy, should not be ignored, but has value and should be studied against the forms of dramaturgy and theatrical activities – indeed different from the modern notion of theatre – that persisted during the Middle Ages, when the dissolution of classical theatre gave birth to the traveling spectacles of mimes, histriones and joculatores.61
 
            Theatrical elements of these kinds appear in some of the so-called precursors of the Commedia (the Visio Pauli, the Visio Thurkilli, the Visio Tnugdali,62 just to mention a few) and quite naturally found their way into the composition of Dante’s poem, especially as regards the Inferno and its “trista conca” (Inferno IX, 16),63 which evokes a stage setting. The theatricality of Dante’s afterlife, and of hell’s amphitheatre-like form, has been commented upon by scholars such as Ferrucci64 and Barolini,65 who also speaks of a “living theatre” in Purgatory.66 Here Barolini compares the exempla on the terrace of wrath to scenes from Thurkill’s Vision, in which sinners perform their sins before an audience of devils in an infernal amphitheatre. But the fact that infernal punishments should take place in an environment reminiscent of an amphitheatre is neither coincidental nor superficial: it points to the dimension of public exposition and denunciation of sins and sinners which is so central to the poetics of the Commedia.
 
            As a man of his own time, Dante was not sheltered from dramatic performances, especially those of a sacred nature and with liturgical content. These often employed a low style and a comic tone to represent hell, following folk and popular traditions. When we wish to understand what performance meant to the medieval mind, we cannot ignore the many unwritten and low-brow experiences witnessed by men and women in the streets, churches and piazzas of Europe’s cities and hamlets. These new theatrical spaces transformed certain spaces of the city into a theatre, while the theatre became, as it were, the symbolic image of the ideal city: “une conception de l’espace qui réduit l'univers à l’image de la ville idéale” (“a conception of space that reduces the universe to the image of the ideal city”).67 Ludovico Zorzi’s seminal study on the theatrical spaces in the Renaissance cities expresses several principles and insights that can be profitably employed in my analysis. Retracing the history of the theatrical places of Florence, as Zorzi notes, means revisiting the history of the city's urban structures so as to decipher the complex code of references.68 The developing dynamics of the relation between the city and its space potentially used as theatre, reflects the image of a society that begins a process of self-reflection (autocontemplazione), privileging the places, be they real or fictitious, intended for the spectacle, such as piazzas, streets, and churches.69 Devils, sinners and the fires of hell feature prominently in this popular theatrical repertory, as they do in visionary literature, a genre that, while narrative, frequently includes dialogue and dramaturgical elements. For example, the Cistercian abbot Radulphus (Ralph) of Coggeshall (whose account is collected in Roger of Wendover’s Chronica, sive Flores historiarum) writes in his Visio Thurkilli that Thurkill, a peasant from Essex, temporarily leaves his body on earth, thanks to St. Julian, and descends with his mind into hell. To Thurkill’s amazement, the devils he finds there go to the theatre every Saturday and watch the spectacle of sinners being forced to re-enact their sins. Aided by St. Julian and St. Domninus, Thurkill sneaks in as well and watches as an adulterous couple, a proud man, and a dishonest miller are pushed to the centre of the stage and forced to repeat their unholy acts before the devil-actors inflict further torments upon them:
 
             
              […] in descensu montis domus erat amplissima et fuliginosa muris veternis circumdata, erantque in ea quasi multæ plateæ innumeris sedibus ferreis et ignitis circumquaque repletæ. Sedes autem candentibus circulis ferreis et ex omni parte clavatis, superius et inferius, a dextris et a sinistris, exstructæ erant, atque homines in eis diversæ conditionis et sexus mirabiliter residebant; ex omni namque parte candentibus clavis perforabantur, atque ex circulis ignitis undique con stringebantur. Tanta erat sedium illarum multitudo, et hominum in eis residentium, quod lingua nulla eas dinumerare sufficeret. Erant muri ferrei et nigerrimi in circuitu platearum, et sedes aliæ juxta muros, in quibus residebant dæmones per circuitum, quasi ad lætum specta culum, de cruciatibus miserorum ad invicem ca chinnantes et peccata pristina illis retractantes. Juxta introitum hujus detestandi spectaculi, in descensu montis, sicut diximus, erat murus qui dam altitudine quinque pedum, ex quo perspi cue videri poterat quicquid in illo poenali loco ageretur; ad hunc igitur murum sancti prædicti de foris stabant cernentes quicquid intus miseri perferebant, ac vir ille eductus inter sanctos delitescens clare prospexit omnia quæ interius agebantur.
 
            
 
             
              Residentibus ad ludibriosum spectaculum ministris tartareis, princeps illius nefandæ cohortis satellitibus suis ait, ‘Abstrahatur de sedili suo superbus violenter et ludat coram nobis.’ Abstractus autem a dæmonibus et veste nigra indutus omnem gestum hominis supra modum superbientis coram daemonibus ad invicem applaudentibus recitavitg cervix erigitun vultus attolliturs oculi cum arcuatis superciliis surgunt in obliquum imperiose tumidis intonat verbis. Ludunt humeria vix brachia ferre præ fastu valentes. ardescit oculus vultuque minatut in ortillos surgens crure stat inverso, in pectus tenditur, collum supinat, nasumque digito percutiens magna minatur; sic ventosa superbia de facili turgens risum praebebat spiritibus monstruosis.
 
            
 
             
              (After descending the mountain, there was a very large and dark-looking house surrounded by old walls, and in it there were a great many rows filled all around with innumerable heated iron seats. These seats were constructed with iron hoops glowing white with heat. They had nails driven into every part of them, above and below, right and left. In them there sat people of different status and sex. They were pierced all over their bodies by the glowing nails and were bound on all sides with fiery hoops. There was such a number of seats and such a multitude of people sitting in them that no tongue would be able to count them. All around these courts were black iron walls, and near these walls were other seats, in which the devils sat in a circle, as if at a pleasant spectacle, grinning at each other over the tortures of the wretched beings and recounting to them their former crimes. Near the entrance to this detestable scene, on the downward slope of the mountains, as we have said, there was a wall five feet high, from which whatever was done in that place of punishment could be seen plainly. Near this wall these saints stood outside looking at what the wretched beings inside were enduring. The man lying concealed between them plainly saw all that was going on inside.
 
            
 
             
              When the servants of hell were all seated at this shameful arena, the chief of that wicked troop said to his followers, “Let the proud man be violently dragged from his seat, and let him sport before us”. He was dragged from his seat and clothed in a black garment. In the presence of the devils who applauded him in turn he then imitated all the gestures of a man proud beyond measure. He stretched his neck, elevated his face, cast up his eyes with the brows arched, imperiously thundered out lofty words, shrugged his shoulders, and scarcely could he bear his arms for pride. His eyes glowed; he assumed a threatening look, rising on tiptoe; he stood with crossed legs, expanded his chest, stretched his neck, glowed in his face, showed signs of anger in his fiery eyes, and striking his nose with his finger, gave expression of great threats. Swelling with such inward pride, he provided a ready subject of laughter to the inhuman spirits […].70
 
            
 
            All this is of course part of the popular medieval imagination of hell. However, among the obvious similarities with Dante’s Inferno are the general setting, the punishment fitting the crime, and the low, crude style of the realistic description. The Latin language displays a markedly theatrical lexicon (platea, spectaculum, ludat), and the description of the shaft of hell as a theatre house with “a great many rows filled all around with innumerable heated iron seats” soundly resonates with the setting which Jacopo della Lana, author of the first commentary on the entire Commedia (1324 – 1328), evokes in order to help readers imagine the pit of Dante’s hell:
 
             
              Or imagina che ello, quando lo ditto Lucifero cadde, fosse un foro in terra, lo quale foro si va astringendo come vae più apresso al centro. E imagina questo foro rotondo e distinto per cerchi, overo per gradi a modo di scala, sicome l’arena di Verona.
 
            
 
             
              (You should consider that, when the said Lucifer fell, he created a hole in the earth, which narrows the deeper down it goes. You should picture this hole as round and divided into rings of stalls, each one lower than the other, in the manner of a stairwell, just like the arena of Verona.)71
 
            
 
            Another striking aspect of the Thurkill passage above is the description of the Roman theatre as having a domus, rings of stalls (circuitus platearum) and rows of seats (sedes) in which the audience of demons sits: fitting scenery for the blasphemous devils and sinners. This is a curious fact in itself, since the majestic buildings that had hosted Roman theatrical spectacles had collapsed all over Europe or were so badly damaged that they could no longer be used (although in some cases they were still used in part, where the structure held). And yet, there their ruins stood, the very arenas in which Christian martyrs had been slain: they had become a reminder of glories and horrors past, and of a theatrical art so obviously smacking of paganism and depravity that it could only be revived in narrative accounts of hell. The decaying remains of ancient Rome’s glory had become, in the mind of medieval Christians, the house of chthonian, evil powers, and it should be no surprise that Dante wrote several scenes of his Inferno with a vividness that cannot fail to evoke the medieval diableries, plays or folk tales involving the devil.72 Thus, if many, even among the intellectuals and the clergy, tended to demonize theatre, Dante theatricalises demons.
 
            The medieval man could see the ruins of the ancient theatres (the Arena of Verona, the Colosseum and Theatre of Maximus in Rome), and could find descriptions of how they were meant to be used in such texts as Tertullian’s De spectaculis (X, 9 – 11), Isidore of Seville’s Etymologies (XVIII, 42 – 43), or Galvano Fiamma’s Chronicon extravagans (XXXVII, 26). Vitruvius’ detailed description of ancient theatres, which represented the foundation of European architecture in the Renaissance, only became largely available after 1414, when Poggio Bracciolini found the entire text of the De architectura in the abbey of Montecassino, although it was already known to Petrarch and Boccaccio.73
 
            The description of theatres as having a domus became customary in the treatises and commentaries on the Commedia. Even Dante’s own son, Pietro, describes the details of the stage as he explains the title of the poem:
 
             
              Libri titulus est: Comoedia Dantis Allegherii; et quare si vocetur, adverte. Antiquitus in theatro, quod erat area semicircularis, et in eius medio erat domuncula, quae scena dicebatur, in qua erat pulpitum, et super id ascendebat poeta ut cantor, et sua carmina ut cantiones recitabat, extra vero erant mimi ioculatores, carminum pronuntiationem gestu corporis effigiantes per adaptationem ad quemlibet, ex cuius persona ipse poeta loquebatur; unde cum loquebatur, pone de Iunone conquerente de Hercule privigno suo, mimi, sicut recitabat, ita effigiabant Iunonem invocare Furias infernales ad infestandum ipsum Herculem; et si tale pulpitum, seu domunculam, ascendebat poeta, qui de more villico caneret, talis cantus dicebatur comoedia. Nam dicitur comos, quod est villa, et oda, cantus, quasi villicus cantus; et quod eius stylus erat in materia incipiente a tristi recitatione et finiente in laetam, unde adhuc scribentes interdum loco salutationis dicunt tragicum principium et comicum finem. Et quod auctor iste ita scribere intendebat, incipiendo ab Inferno et finiendo in Paradisum, sic eius Poema voluit nominari.
 
            
 
             
              (The title of the book is Comoedia Dantis Allegherii and this is why it is called so. In ancient times, in the middle of theatres, which had semi-circular shapes, there was a little house called a scena, where there was a pulpit; the poet stepped onto it not in his role as author but as a performer, and recited his verses as if they were songs. Outside that area stood jesters specialising in mime, who depicted with the gesture of their limbs what the poet expressed in the words of his verses, adapting themselves to each of the characters verbally interpreted by the poet; so if, say, he spoke of Juno complaining about his stepson Hercules, the mimes, according to what he expressed, depicted Juno in the act of invoking the infernal Furies to persecute Hercules. If a poet stepped onto the pulpit, or little house, to sing in the manner of a peasant, such a song was called “comedy”, from comos (village) and ode, a song, as if it were a shepherd’s song. Such poetic style began in a sad matter but ended with a happy one, a tragic beginning and a comic ending. And because this author intended to write in this way, starting from hell and ending in paradise, he wanted his poem to be called a comedy.)74
 
            
 
            To Pietro and his contemporaries, theatre means the declamation of poems accompanied by the gestures of actors, while the way we conceptualize it today, as a conscious impersonation before an audience on a stage within a theatre house, had disappeared during the Middle Ages. The comedies of Terence, Cecilius Statius and Plautus, or the tragedies of Seneca – all authors cited by Dante – were no longer staged after the Roman empire collapsed, and despite a renaissance of theatrical literature which took place as early as the tenth century, thanks to Hroswitha of Gandersheim (ca. 935–ca. 1002), it is uncertain whether her six Terentian plays – the oldest known works of Christian theatre – were ever staged during Hroswitha’s life. The Christian Middle Ages had frowned upon the visual aspects of theatrical activity, including mimes, pantomimes, actors, circus artists: in short, any sort of corporeal performance. The repertory of the great classical playwrights of antiquity lay forgotten, and with the old Roman buildings having fallen into decay there was no dedicated space for theatrical shows in most of Europe, and Italy was no exception. But despite all this, “spectacle flourished in almost every aspect of Italian life”,75 in forms that were not always self-conscious or artistic, and with a disposition that did not necessarily distinguish folk festivals from dramaturgy. These included
 
             
              individual rites of passage through life, rituals of propitiation for the next, celebrations in honour of the city’s patrons, expression of civic pride and gestures for the pleasure of the city. It was an age without dedicated theatre space, without professional actors, without any desire to distinguish between festa and theatre. It did, however, have a vast range of performances: the “theatre” of preachers and of giullari, storytellers, jugglers and tumblers, agonistic entertainments like jousts, horse races, contests of all kinds, ritual processions and propagandistic parades and religious festivals of all sorts.76
 
            
 
            When discussing the history of medieval theatre, and especially in Italy where documents are particularly rare, one must accept that many matters remain uncertain and possibly controversial, and one must “regard all assertions with scepticism and treat every interpretation as suspect”.77 If classical theatre did indeed die with the Roman empire – pace Drumbl –, forms of unwritten and subterranean performing arts still survived. These included impersonation with or without words, gestures and costume, sometimes making use of props or masks. Around the late twelfth century, dialogic poetic genres such as ritmi and contrasti began to appear in the vernaculars of the peninsula: the Ritmo cassinese the Ritmo of Sant’Alessio, the Ritmo Laurenziano, and Cielo d’Alcamo’s Contrasto are famous examples of how early vernacular literature can be considered dramatic insofar as it employs dialogic communication.78 It may not be purely coincidental that the Ritmo cassinese – like many other contrasti between the Archangel Michael and Satan, or Jesus and Satan, or between the living and the dead79 – speaks of the relationship between this life and the afterlife, as the subject of the otherworld seems to be a privileged one for dialogic texts, from liturgical dramas to Dante’s Divine Comedy. Indeed, when one wishes to offer a realistic account of eternal death, the best way to bring its physicality and corporeality to life is through dramatic and mimetic elements, a technique which folk accounts and folk dramas regularly employed in their depictions of hell. Carol Symes, who invites us to abandon what Marc Bloch calls the fetish of the origins, stresses the fact that theatre is indigenous to communities.80 And these makeshift stages, positioned in the most suitable places of the urban reality, were not extraneous to that architectural vision and proxemic reflection (even before the advent of perspective vision in art and architecture) which Zorzi so admirably illustrated:
 
             
              Cio che importa chiarire […] è l’esistenza di una riflessione prossemica antecedente al calcolo prospettico, nell'ambito delle considerazioni scientifiche intorno alle proprietà della visione e del rapporto tipiche del pensiero medioevale. Le ricerche dell'età umanistica non sono dunque che la ripresa e il perfezionamento di preesistenti e diffuse cognizioni nel campo dell'ottica e della matematica; le quali, nella tensione speculativa dell'ambiente fiorentino, si allargano a una sfera di implicazioni semantiche tali da trasformarle nell'elemento emblematico della nuova cultura. Sullo sfondo, la lenta evoluzione dalla repubblica al principato informa di se tale mote concentrico, che aggrega con la sua forza avvolgente ogni istituto intellettuale e civile.
 
            
 
             
              (What is important to note […] is the existence of a spatial reflection prior to the notion of perspective, in the context of scientific considerations on the properties of vision and of relationships typical in medieval thought. The investigations of the humanistic age are therefore nothing more than the revival and improvement of pre-existing research and widespread knowledge in the fields of optics and mathematics. Within the speculative tension of the Florentine environment, these merge into a single sphere of semantic implications, thus transforming them into the element most emblematic of this new culture. In the background, the slow evolution from republic to principality informs this concentric motion which, with an enveloping force, brings together every intellectual and civil institution.)81
 
            
 
            The ways in which hell and heaven were portrayed on stage during liturgical ceremonies and dramas suggests just that these shows took place first in piazzas and then in churches, where the scenic space coincided with the entire church and was fragmented into loci deputati, also called sedes, domus, or mansiones (mansions or houses). For example, in a twelfth-century medieval passion play from Provence (or perhaps from England82), Alessandro Vitale-Brovarone identifies the mansion of Jesus Christ and the angels (symbolising paradise), the mansion of the prophets, the mansion of the law (to which Mary appeals), the mansion of Anna and her retinue, and the mansion of Caiaphas and his council.83
 
             
              En ceste manere recitom
 
              La seinte resureccion.
 
              Primerement apareillons
 
              Tus les lius e les mansions,
 
              Le crucifix primerement 
 
              E puis aprés le monument;
 
              Une jaiole i deit aver
 
              Pur les prisons emprisoner;
 
              Enfer seit mis de cele part,
 
              Es mansions del altre part,
 
              Et puis le ciel
 
            
 
             
              (In this manner we ought to recite / The holy Resurrection / First let us make ready / All the places and the mansions, / The crucifix first / And after that the tomb; / There ought to be a jail there / For imprisoning the prisoners; / let hell be put on that side / and the mansions on the other side / And then heaven)84
 
            
 
            All of these places coexist on the stage, forming a theatrical continuum in the space of the church. Since the Terpsichore’s art had been forgotten and become an “impossibility”, its sense was to be sought and found outside of theatre itself,85 in churches, episcopal schools, and city streets,86 in the spirit of popular devotion pervading religious events and the carnivalesque realism filling the urban landscape, phenomena that peaked in the late twelfth century.87
 
           
          
            2 Ecclesiastical Censure of Theatre
 
            During the early centuries of Christianity, ecclesiastical censure of most forms of theatre was a reaction to what was viewed as a blatantly pagan heritage, even if the dissolute and excessively licentious aspects of theatrical performance had been condemned by “pagans” themselves. It was not only the coarse language or debauched scenes that preoccupied the new Christian ideologists, but even more so the visual representations and surviving seeds of the old religion: what was particularly disturbing to Tertullian is the idolatrous spirit of all theatrical spectacles, in addition to the licentiousness and violence which they explicitly showed. Denouncing the turpitude of what he obviously considered a pagan custom, Tertullian rages against the ritual sacrifices, the ludi scaenici and ludi circenses, and the pervasive lewdness and lasciviousness of theatre, which he terms “the house of Venus”, and quite correctly so, since the theatre of Pompeii was built to contain a temple to the Roman goddess of love:
 
             
              Quae vero voce et modis et organis et litteris transiguntur, Apollines et Musas et Minervas et Mercurios mancipes habent. Oderis, Christiane, quorum auctores non potes non odisse. […] videmus igitur etiam artes eorum honoribus dicatas esse, qui nomina incolunt auctorum earum, nec ab idololatria vacare, quarum institutores etiam propterea dei habentur. Immo quod ad artes pertinet, altius praescripsisse debemus, daemonas ab initio prospicientes sibi inter cetera idololatriae etiam spectaculorum inquinamenta, quibus hominem a domino avocarent et suo honori obligarent, eiusmodi quoque artium ingenia inspirasse.
 
            
 
             
              (While all that is done with voice and song, instrument and book, is the affair of the Apollos and the Muses, the Minervas and Mercuries. You, O Christian, will hate the things, when you cannot but hate the authors of them. And now we would add a word on the arts and the things, whose authors we execrate in their very names. We know that the names of dead men are nothing – just as their images are nothing – but we are not unaware who are at work under those names and behind the images set up for them, what joy they take in them, and how they feign deity, – I mean, evil spirits, demons. We see then the arts consecrated to their glorification, who usurp the names of the authors of those arts, and that the arts do not lack the taint of idolatry when those who instituted them are as a result called gods.)88
 
            
 
            Much like Augustine two centuries later, Tertullian wrote at a time in which theatrical performances were still frequent, taking place in Roman theatres among the statues of pagan gods, a clear mark that the theatre was a site of pagan dominion.89 Several pages of Augustine’s Confessions cast the theatre as a place of debauchery and as an activity that encourages bad behaviour. In The City of God he insists on its inappropriateness as a social practice that prevents Christians from knowing the true God. Other works by Augustine are less frequently cited but bear some importance: Concerning the Teacher and On Christian Doctrine disparage theatre as a faulty semiotic system, inadequate for representing Christian truths.
 
             
              [N]on frustra histriones ludicris artibus fingunt deorum quae tanta est turpitudinem, sed plane frustra sacerdotes velut sacris ritibus conantur fingere deorum quae nulla est honestatem.
 
            
 
             
              (The actors do not fail by their comic art to portray the infamy of the gods, great as that is, but the priests certainly fail when in their so-called sacred rites they attempt to fashion a respectable character for their gods, a character which does not exist.)90
 
            
 
            A treatise traditionally attributed to St. Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, states that no theatre built by human hands could ever compare to the beautiful and immense world created by God.91 Cyprian, who wrote in the third century, had been persecuted by Roman authorities and displayed a profound disdain for theatre as a place of damnation, lies, and death. Augustine was ontologically opposed to theatre, as it dealt with images that created false emotional and spiritual expectations, and therefore equated to consorting with nothingness. Isidore of Seville describes the buildings and functions of ancient theatres in Book 15 of his Etymologies, “De aedificiis et agris”, while in Chapter 18, “De bello et ludi”, he explicitly associates the theatre with a place of prostitution, explaining that the scena was a roofed stage, built like a little house within the theatre, in which different activities took place:
 
             
              De theatro. Theatrum est quo scena includitur, semicirculi figuram habens, in quo stantes omnes inspiciunt. Cuius forma primum rotunda erat, sicut et amphitheatri; postea ex medio amphitheatro theatrum factum est. Theatrum autem ab spectaculo nominatum, ἀπὸ τῆς θεωρίας, quod in eo populus stans desuper atque spectans ludos contemplaretur. Idem vero theatrum, idem et prostibulum, eo quod post ludos exactos meretrices ibi prostrarentur. Idem et lupanar vocatum ab eisdem meretricibus, quae propter vulgati corporis levitatem lupae nuncupabantur: nam lupae meretrices sunt a rapacitate vocatae, quod ad se rapiant miseros et adprehendant. Lupanaria enim a paganis constituta sunt ut pudor mulierum infelicium ibi publicaretur, et ludibrio haberentur tam hi qui facerent quam qui paterentur.
 
            
 
             
              De scena. Scena autem erat locus infra theatrum in modum domus instructa cum pulpito, qui pulpitus orchestra vocabatur; ubi cantabant comici, tragici, atque saltabant histriones et mimi. Dicta autem scena Graeca appellatione, eo quod in speciem domus erat instructa. Unde et apud Hebraeos tabernaculorum dedicatio a similitudine domiciliorum σκενοπήγια appellabantur.
 
            
 
             
              (The theater. 1. A theater is the enclosure for a stage, having a semi-circular shape, in which all those watching stand. Its shape was originally round, like an amphitheater, but afterwards, from half an amphitheater, it became a theater. The word “theater” (theatrum) derives from “a spectacle”, from the word θεωρία, because the people standing in it observe the plays, watching from above. 2. But indeed a theater is the same as a brothel (prostibulum), because when the plays are finished prostitutes “stretch themselves out” (prostrari) there. It is likewise called a whorehouse (lupanar, plural lupanaria) because of those same prostitutes who are called she-wolves (lupa) from the loose conduct of their widely-shared bodies. Prostitutes are called she-wolves for their rapaciousness, because they seize upon wretches and ensnare them. Lupanaria were established by the pagans in order to make public the shame of fallen women, and so that the men who engage prostitutes might be held up to the same ridicule as the women who make themselves available.
 
            
 
             
              The stage buildings. The stage building (scena) was a place in the lower part of a theater built like a house, with a platform (pultpitus) which was called the orchestra, where the comic and tragic performers would sing and where the actors and mimes would perform. The scena is named after a Greek word (i. e. σκενή, “tent”) because it was built to look like a house. Hence also in Hebrew the Feast of the Tabernacles was called σκενοπήγια from their similarity to domiciles.)92
 
            
 
            The Sevillian bishop’s association of the she-wolf, the iconic symbol of Rome – the animal who nursed Remus and Romulus – with brothels and prostitutions seems to go beyond the onomastic coincidence, especially in a work whose goal was to show that the names of things revealed their essence and meaning, a view that was also embraced by Dante when he argued that “li nomi seguitino le nominate cose, sì come è scritto: ‘Nomina sunt consequentia rerum’” (“names are the consequences of the things they name: Nomina sunt consequentia rerum”; Vita Nuova XIII, 4).
 
            The traditional description of the scena as a little house was copied and passed on by writers for centuries, eventually appearing in a text by one of Dante’s favourite lexicographers, Uguccione da Pisa. His Magnae Derivationes (late twelfth century) define the stage as a
 
             
              scena, id est umbraculum, scilicet locus adumbratus in theatro et cortinis coopertus similis tabernis mercennariorum que sunt asseribus vel cortinis operte, et secundum hoc posset dici a scenos quod est domus, quia in modum domus erat constructa. In illo umbraculo latebant persone larvate, que ad vocem recitantis exibant ad gestus faciendos.
 
            
 
             
              (shady place in the theatre covered by tents, alike to seller’s shops covered with planks or cloth, and therefore the stage may be named after scenos, that is, “house”, since it is built up like a house)93
 
            
 
            As Pietrini observes, “Uguccione’s comparison with medieval market shops reveals that his starting point was a visual image and not only a received text, and in this he differs from many medieval scholars who used lexical fantasies to build up an impossible stage”.94
 
            Isidore’s objective was to document the past, and he acknowledged the waning of theatre and classical dramaturgical activities, without sparing theatre his moralistic critique in the fashion of his predecessors:
 
             
              Proinde nihil esse debet Christiano cum circensi insania, cum impudicitia theatri, cum amphitheatri crudelitate, cum atrocitate arenae, cum luxuria ludi. Deum enim negat, qui talia praesumit, fidei Christianae praevaricator effectus: qui id denuo appetit, quod in lavacro jam pridem renuntiavit, id est, diabolo cum pompis et operibus ejus.
 
            
 
             
              (Therefore Christians should have nothing to do with the madness of the circus, the immodesty of the theater, the cruelty of the amphitheater, the atrocity of the arena, the debauchery of the games. Indeed, a person who takes up such things denies God, having become an apostate from the Christian faith, and seeks anew that he renounced in baptism long before – namely, the devil and his pomps and works.)95
 
            
 
            Isidore reinforced the idea of the theatre house as a disreputable place for the pagan practice of polytheism, and indeed as the precinct of the devil himself. The Etymologies became an influential source for the knowledge of pre-Christian cultural legacy, representing an early attempt to reconcile classical knowledge with Christian belief. Isidore’s ideas and very words were thus adopted by later Christian writers, such as Raban Maur, who in Book 21 of De universo also condemns pantomime, dancing, athletic contests, wrestling, footraces and horse races, recitation of poems as well as gymnastic exhibitions.
 
            Visual representation without the use of words, which was the prerogative of histriones, was considered especially unedifying and dangerous for spectators. Only Cassiodorus, reporting a letter by emperor Theodoric to architect Symmachus in 507 – 512 CE, concedes to a level of original dignity in ancient theatrical spectacles, though it was entirely lost by his time:
 
             
              sed paulatim factum est, ut honestissimae disciplinae improborum consortia fugientes verecunda se exinde consideratione subtraherent. […] ubi aetas subsequens miscens lubrica priscorum inventa traxit ad vitia et quod honestae causa delectationis repertum est, ad voluptates corporeas praecipitatis mentibus impulerunt.
 
            
 
             
              (But it gradually came about that the respectable arts, shunning the company of depraved men, withdrew from that venue out of modesty […]. The succeeding age corrupted the inventions of the ancients by mingling obscenities; their headlong minds drove towards bodily lusts an art devised to give decent pleasure.)96
 
            
 
            But even Theodoric here is merely evoking the distant glory of a fading past, with the main purpose to justify a substantial investment in rebuilding the theatre of Pompeii,97 one of the many buildings of Rome’s grandeur which was in a state of collapse, as we gather also from Augustine’s satisfied comment on the decay of Roman theatres in several cities
 
             
                 Messer Brunetto, questa pulzelletta
 
              con esso voi si vèn la pasqua a fare:
 
              non intendete pasqua di mangiare,
 
              ch'ella non mangia, anzi vuol essere letta.
 
                 La sua sentenzia non richiede fretta,
 
              né luogo di romor né da giullare,
 
              anzi si vuol più volte lusingare
 
              prima che ’n intelletto altrui si metta.
 
                 Se voi non la intendete in questa guisa,
 
              in vostra gente ha molti frati Alberti
 
              da intender ciò ch'è posto loro in mano.
 
                 Con lor vi restringete sanza risa;
 
              e se li altri de' dubbi non son certi,
 
              ricorrete a la fine a messer Giano.
 
            
 
             
              […] per omnes pene civitates cadunt theatra, caveae turpitudinum et publicae professiones flagitiorum; cadunt et fora vel moenia, in quibus daemonia colebantur. Unde enim cadunt, nisi inopia rerum, quarum lascivo et sacrilego usu constructa sunt?
 
            
 
             
              (Theatres, cages of indecency, and public professions of immorality are falling in almost all the cities; and the piazzas and walls fall down in which demons were worshipped. Why do they fall, if not from the poverty of things, of which they were built by lascivious and sacrilegious use?)98
 
            
 
            Other Christian writers such as Severinus Boethius (ca. 475 – 526), Amalarius of Metz (ca. 775–ca. 850) and Remigius of Auxerre (841 – 908) all reiterate similar condemnations of theatre as a false and meretricious activity, reinforcing “the idea that theater reproduced a material world that was anathema to Christianity's internal, spiritual reality”.99
 
            The turn of the millennium brought with it a slow change in attitude: school comedies based on Roman plays were composed in northern France. The subject sometimes included “current events, such as the scandal of Peter Abelard, and may have received performances at court”.100 In the Loire valley several plays were written during the twelfth century: Vitalis of Blois’s Geta was loosely based on Plautus’s Amphitrio, and William of Blois’s Alda, Matthew of Vendôme’s elegiac comedy Milo, and the anonymous Pamphilus and Babio were also based on Roman plays. In the twelfth century, it seems, the long-standing Christian vision of classical theatre had started to change: although Christian ideologues had regularly plundered classical literature for its pedagogical value, only Honorius of Autun, the stern chastiser of jongleurs, proposed the adoption of a new “idea of theater as a social, institutionalised practice (as opposed to drama as literature) into Christian knowledge”.101 In the wake of Amalarius of Metz’s notion of the Mass as a means of scriptural exegesis, Honorius presented the Mass as a ceremonial reconstruction of Christ’s sacrificial death, through the narrative account of the celebrant. In Chapter 83 of his Gemma animae, titled “De tragoediis”, Honorius speaks of the emotional and spiritual effects of this sort of “crisis-resolution narrative”102 on the congregation, employing Aristotelian categories to cause cathartic release through mimetic identification.103 Honorius explicitly compares the ritual of the Mass to that of Greek tragedy, “‘De tragoediis’ gives the Mass a dimension of conscious performativity, but that dimension is as distinct from the embodied hermeneutics of ‘liturgical dramas’ as it is from scriptural exegesis”.104
 
             
              Sciendum quod hi qui tragoedias in theatris recitabant, actus pugnantium gestibus populo repraesentabant. Sic tragicus noster pugnam Christi populo Christiano in theatro Ecclesiae gestibus suis repraesentat, eique victoriam redemptionis suae inculcat. Itaque cum presbyter «Orate» dicit, Christum pro nobis in agonia positum exprimit, cum apostolos orare monuit. Per secretum silentium, significat Christum velut agnum sine voce ad victimam ductum. Per manuum expansionem, designat Christi in cruce extensionem. Per cantum praefationis, exprimit clamorem Christi in cruce pendentis.
 
            
 
             
              (It must be known that those who recited tragedies in theaters represented the actions of warriors by gestures to the people. In this same way, our tragic poet [tragedian] represents by his gestures the fight of Christ to the Christian people in the theater of the church and teaches to them the victory of his redemption. Thus, when the elder [celebrant] says “Pray” [the Orate], he expresses for us Christ in the position of agony, as when he instructed his apostles to pray. By the silence of the Secreta, he signifies Christ as a lamb without voice, being led to the sacrifice. By the spreading out of his hands, he denotes the stretching out of Christ on the cross. By the chant of the preface, he expresses the cry of Christ hanging on the cross.)105
 
            
 
            Some of the ritual gestures in Honorius’s description appear explicitly theatrical and are compared to those of the actors in a Greek tragedy; the celebrant spreading out his hands is a familiar scene for anyone who has attended a Christian Mass or remembers Purgatorio VIII, 10, where an unnamed soul lifts up his hands toward the sky and starts singing, followed by others (“Ella giunse e levò ambo le palme” [“He lifted his clasped palms”]). Medieval Christian writers had an acute awareness of the importance of gestural and bodily language in the ritual context,106 and so the author of the Commedia must also have had this importance in mind as he wrote the scene of common prayer in the valley of the princes.107
 
            The early Christian writers’ rationale for condemning theatre – which they used as an umbrella term under which many different sorts of spectacles were included, from gladiator fights to pantomimes and the recitation of poetry – was to attack paganism and its manifestations. Theatre smacked of pagan idolatry, the circus often tolerated violence, the masses enjoyed vulgarity and speechless acts. The latter were a particularly troublesome aspect for Christian writers, who distrusted and disliked visual spectacles and bodily performances,108 as we can infer from Boccaccio’s tale of Martellino (Decameron II, 1), a street actor whose irreverent pantomime ends in a severe beating. Petrarch lashed out against theatrical entertainment and dancing in his De remediis utriusque fortunae (“nec facile dictu est an lusor infamior an spectator et an scena sit turpior an orchestra, nisi quod in illam sepe quidem paupertas, in hanc vero semper vanitas trahit” [“nor is it easy to say whether the actor is more infamous or the spectator, the stage more than the audience – unless we acknowledge the fact that men are drawn to the former often by poverty, but to the latter always by ostentation”]),109 and if Augustine expresses satisfaction at the ruin of Roman theatres, what he is really celebrating is the fall of paganism, which he associates with the immoral and shallow recreations of a false religion.
 
           
          
            3 Jongleurs and Medieval Italy
 
            Texts that were composed not to be read on the page but to be performed and received orally were the domain of the jongleurs, performing artists whose repertory could vary from improvised rhymes to literary masterpieces. In one of his early lyrics, Dante underscores the difference between this sort of performance and his own poetry, to be read without haste or distractions, away from the confusion of taverns and giullari:
 
             
                 (Messer Brunetto, this young girl comes
 
              to keep Easter with you; not, you understand,
 
              an eating Easter, for she doesn’t eat, she is
 
              meant to be read. Her meaning doesn’t call
 
              for hasty reading, or a place that’s noisy,
 
              or where players perform; in fact she’ll require
 
              to be coaxed more than once before
 
              she’ll enter a man’s understanding.
 
                 And if you don't understand her in this way,
 
              there are many brother Alberts in your company
 
              to understand whatever’s put into their hands.
 
              Get together with them, but without laughing;
 
              and if none of them are clear about the
 
              difficult bits, in the last resort go and ask
 
              Messer Giano.)110
 
            
 
            In this sonnet the different destinations, environments, and modalities of receiving poetic texts are clearly laid out, and despite the mystery enveloping the addressee and the other people mentioned in the text, Dante unquestionably places this specific poem of his own within the literary milieu, away from the noisy environments of the jongleurs.
 
            The jongleur (or joculator in Latin, giullare in Italian), a figure associated with secular forms of dramaturgical performance, fills the popular imaginary of practical arts in the Middle Ages: a court jester, a dancer, a mime, a musician, or a joker could be referred to as a giullare in the “fair land where ‘sì’ is heard” (Inferno XXXIII, 80). Jongleurs, however, were not always shallow entertainers in the king’s court, but could be professional actors and musicians whose stage might shift from the street to the abbey to the lord’s castle halls, as happened for example with the Malaspina family, the rulers of Lunigiana who sheltered Dante and are remembered in Purgatorio VIII.111 Alberto Malaspina (ca. 1160 – 1210), an ancestor of Dante’s protector Moroello Malaspina, had acquired a certain fame as a jongleur and engaged in a tenzone with Rimbaut de Vaqueiras. Indeed, in some cases jongleurs were authors and accomplished versifiers, veritable troubadours who could find employment as court poets. Sordello da Goito, as his vida informs us,112 was a skilled performer, and his important role in Purgatorio VI–VIII as political advisor in the valley of the rulers casts him as a respected young artist; he also found praise with Aimeric de Peguilhan, who in “Li fol e·il put e·il filol” (“The fools, the wicked, and their offspring”) attacked the new generation of jongleurs, exempting Sordello for his merits.113
 
            If the attitude of Christian authorities toward jongleurs remained primarily one of coldness and suspicion, the Church’s moralising campaign against histriones made exceptions for some edifying plays that, abstaining from coarse language and comic display, represented episodes of the sacred scriptures. Gregory IX, for example, amended the unforgiving censure of his predecessor Innocent III:
 
             
              Non tamen hoc prohibetur representare Praesepe Domini, Herodem, Magos, et qualiter Rachel plorant Filios Suos, et cetera quae tangungt festivitates illas de quibus hic fit mentio, cum talia potius inducant homines ad compunctionem quam ad lasciviam vel voluptatem, sicut in Pascha Sepulchrum Domini et alia representantur ad devotionem excitandam.
 
            
 
             
              (It is not, however, prohibited to play The Manger of the Lord, The Herod, The Magi and of course Rachel Crying for Her Sons and other plays which pertain to those festivities of which mention is here made, with such kind as lead men rather to conscience than to lasciviousness or sensuality, just as at Easter The Sepulcher of the Lord and other such plays are performed to excite devotion.)114
 
            
 
            Theologians possessed a degree of intellectual freedom that often allowed them to distance themselves from the institutional inflexibility that scorched performance arts. Hugh of St. Victor went as far as to include theatre among the seven mechanical sciences (“Mechanica septem scientias continet: lanificium, armaturam, navigationem, agriculturam, venationem, medicinam, theatricam” [“The mechanical arts include seven disciplines: fabric making, armament, commerce, agriculture, hunting, medicine, and theatre”]).115 Theatre, Hugh explains, includes recitation of poems, in songs or with masks, but also fights, instrumental music and dances. All these disparate activities could take place in different settings, Hugh says, according to the type of activity. The attitude contained in the Didascalicon, which Hugh wrote around 1120, is important because it credits the social legitimacy of ludi as a necessary outlet for the base instincts that always find harbour in the minds of the people:
 
             
              Fiebant autem ludi alii in theatris, alii in gabulis, alii in gymnasiis, alii in amphicircis, alii in arenis, alii in conviviis, alii in fanis. In theatro gesta recitabantur, vel carminibus, vel larvis, vel personis, vel oscillis. In atriis choreas ducebant et saltabant. in gymnasiis luctabantur. in amphicircis cursu certabant vel pedum, vel equorum, vel curruum. in arenis pugiles exercebantur. in conviviis, rhythmis et musicis instrumentis, et odis psallebant, et alea ludebant. in fanis tempore solemni deorum laudes canebant. ludos vero idcirco inter legitimas actiones connumerabant, quod temperato motu naturalis calor nutritur in corpore; et laetitia ejus reparatur. vel quod magis videtur, quia necesse fuit populum aliquando ad ludum convenire, voluerunt determinata esse loca ludendi, ne in diversoriis conventicula facientes, probrosa aliqua aut facinorosa perpetrarent.
 
            
 
             
              (Some entertainment took place in theatres, some in the entrance porches of buildings, some in gymnasia, some in amphitheatres, some in arenas, some at feasts, some at shrines. In the theatre, epics were presented either by recitals or by acting out dramatic roles or using masks or puppets; they held choral processions and dances in the porches. In the gymnasia they wrestled; in the amphitheatres they raced on foot or on horses or in chariots; in the arenas boxers performed; at banquets they made music with songs and instruments and chants, and they played at dice; in the temples at solemn seasons they sang the praises of the gods. Moreover, they numbered these entertainments among legitimate activities because by temperate motion natural heat is stimulated in the body and by enjoyment the mind is refreshed; or, as is more likely, seeing that people necessarily gathered together for occasional amusement, they desired that places for such amusement might be established to forestall the people’s coming together at public houses, where they might commit lewd or criminal acts.)116
 
            
 
            Even though Hugh follows the lead of Isidore of Seville in disapproving the unedifying effects of theatre, his treatment of theatrics is a rather “progressive” stance on the matter, especially because he is not looking backwards at a dead phenomenon with the cold eye of the moraliser: “his placement of drama in the Didascalicon indicates that it has a role to play in the curriculum which this work recommends to contemporaries”.117
 
            After Hugh of St. Victor, more Christian thinkers adopted a softer approach to theatre, including William of Conches, Richard of St. Victor, Vincent of Beauvais, John of Wales, Remigio de’ Girolami, and Ralph of Longchamps, all of whom accepted restorative recreations, including theatre, as a remedy for spiritual fatigue, and Ivo of Chartres, quoting Augustine’s De baptismo VII, liii, 101, even praised the practice of mimicking the baptismal rite on stage (which German scholars later labelled Taufmime118), provided the baptised truly and sincerely agreed to convert to the Christian faith.119 One could think of Dante’s dramatic double baptism in the rivers Lethe and Eunoè on the top of mount purgatory (Purgatorio XXXI and XXXIII), his own fictionalised way of re-converting to Christianity with the help of Beatrice and Matelda. Even Thomas Aquinas and Bonaventure concede to the usefulness – and indeed the necessity – of theatre, including the work of histriones, on certain occasions and under certain conditions, provided the performance remain within the boundaries of moderation:
 
             
              Ludus est necessarius ad conversationem humanae vitae. Ad omnia autem quae sunt utilia conversationi humanae, deputari possunt aliqua officia licita. Et ideo etiam officium histrionum, quod ordinatur ad solatium hominibus exhibendum, non est secundum se illicitum, nec sunt in statu peccati, dummodo moderate ludo utantur, idest, non utendo aliquibus illicitis verbis vel factis ad ludum, et non adhibendo ludum negotiis et temporibus indebitis.
 
            
 
             
              (Play is necessary for the intercourse of human life. Now whatever is useful to human intercourse may have a lawful employment ascribed to it. Wherefore the occupation of play-actors, the object of which is to cheer the heart of man, is not unlawful in itself; nor are they in a state of sin provided that their playing be moderated, namely that they use no unlawful words or deeds in order to amuse, and that they do not introduce play into undue matters and seasons.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (ST, IIa IIae, q. 168 a. 3)


                

              
 
            
 
            Along with his master, Albert of Cologne, and fellow student Bonaventure of Bagnorea, Thomas Aquinas’s tolerant position on performative arts made exceptions for specific situations, in contrast to the institutional position of the Church which continued uncompromisingly to chastise all actors, as is clear from this 1207 Decretalis by Innocent III:
 
             
              Interdum ludi fiunt in eisdem ecclesiis theatrales, et non solum ad ludibriorum spectacula introducuntur in eis monstra larvarum, verum etiam in aliquibus anni festivitatibus, quae continue natalem Christi sequuntur, diaconi, presbyteri ac subdiaconi vicissim insaniae suae ludibria exercere praesumunt, †per gesticulationum suarum debacchationes obscoenas in conspectu populi decus faciunt clericale vilescere, quem potius illo tempore verbi Dei deberent praedicatione mulcere.
 
            
 
             
              (From time to time theatrical games are made in certain churches, and not only are masks of monsters introduced in derisive spectacle, but in truth during other feast days of the year that immediately follow after the birth of Christ, deacons, presbyters and subdeacons in turn presume to exercise their insane mockeries and by the gestures of their obscene rages demean their clerical office in the sight of the people when it would be more profitable during that time to soothe the populace by teaching the word of God.)120
 
            
 
            However, despite the authority of these theologians, their positions are the expression of an elitist minority, highlighting the common late-medieval rift between ideological condemnation and practices that often contradicted it.121 If liturgical drama, mystery plays, and other sacred forms of drama enjoyed a certain modicum of respect, intellectuals and clerics all around Europe nevertheless criticised their excesses. But the more lenient judgement of theologians would not mollify the austerity with which literary elites such as Petrarch approached these artists. A friend of Philippe de Vitry, Petrarch certainly held music and its mesmerizing power very dear, though he nevertheless warned against its risks (De remediis I, 23).122 His sentiments are also clear in his letter to Giovanni Boccaccio in Seniles V, ii, 6 – 8:
 
             
              Nosti quidem hoc vulgare ac vulgatum genus vitam verbis agentium nec suis, quod apud nosusque ad fastidium percrebuit. Sunt homines non magni ingenii, magne vero memorie magneque diligentie sed maioris audacie. Regum ac potentum aulas frequentant, de proprio nudi, vestiti autem carminibus alienis, dumque quid ab hoc aut ab illo exquisitius, materno presertim charactere, dictum sit ingenti expressione pronuntiant, gratiam sibi nobilium et pecunias qerunt, et vestes et munera. Huiuscemodi autem instrumenta vivendi nunc ab aliis passim, nunc ab ipsis inventoribus aut prece mercantur aut precio, siquando id exigit vendentis vel cupiditas vel paupertas.
 
            
 
             
              (You know that vulgar and banal breed that makes a living on words not of their own making; they have spread among us to the point of nausea. They are men of no great talent, but great memory and drive, and even greater effrontery, who frequent the places of rulers and powerful men, devoid of any thing whatever of their own, yet dressed in others’ verses. Whatever someone else has neatly said, especially in the vernacular, they declaim with inordinate emphasis, seeking the nobility's favour, money, clothing, and gifts. The stock-in-trade for this kind of life they get from miscellaneous others or from the writers themselves, sometimes begging, sometimes by paying for it.)123
 
            
 
            If we are to imagine Dante enjoying any of such theatrical entertainments, we should not imagine him witnessing them while in Rome at the Holy See, where he spent time in 1300 and again in 1301 – 1302: in a 1298 decree, Boniface VIII stripped a year of privileges from all clerics who indulged in jongleries or buffoonery and thus tainted the dignity of their office:
 
             
              Clerici, qui, clericalis ordinis dignitati non modicum detrahentes, se joculatores seu goliardos faciunt aut bufones, si perannum artem illam ignominiosam exercuerint, ipso jure, si autem tempore breviori, et testis moniti non resipuerint, careant omni privilegio clericati.
 
            
 
             
              (Clergymen who, diminishing the dignity of their clerical status, behave like jokers or goliards or buffoons, if they have practiced that shameful art for a long time and have been warned by a witness, unless they quickly correct their lifestyle, shall be mandatorily deprived of all clerical privileges.)124
 
            
 
            Often the spectacles offered by mimes were silent and merely visual, as we read in Boccaccio’s Decameron II, 1: the irreverent pantomime of a street performer named Martellino ends violently, with the actor being beaten by the people of Treviso for faking a miraculous healing. This was considered entertainment of a lower level than that of a jongleur, who was an accomplished actor and musician. And yet, even those entertainers whose art consisted in reciting or singing lyrics, including those by established poets, were hardly spared the contempt of loftier intellectuals, as Petrarch’s Senilis V, 2 to Boccaccio makes clear. It is, therefore, not surprising that Gianni Schicchi, the Florentine impersonator punished in the icy swamp, is referred to as a folletto (“sprite”, Inferno XXX, 32), as “[t]he sinners in this category are performance artists who take on other identities for sinful purposes”.125 Centuries later, Giacomo Puccini’s famous opera in this figure would offer a mordant portrayal of his mischievous activity. The exceptional figure of Ruggieri Apugliese, a poet and performer of Sienese origin who was active at the Sicilian court of Frederick II, testifies to the rare existence of professional jongleurs who, despite the scorn which high-brow society held for their profession, attempted to uphold the spirit of Provençal Troubadours and compete with the lyric poets in addressing an educated and refined audience. According to Michelangelo Picone, Ruggieri can be regarded as the most remarkable jester-poet of thirteenth-century Italy.126 Among his many poems, Ruggieri was the author of a sirventese titled “Genti, intendete questo sermone”, a bitterly political tenzone with a Provenzano from Siena who may be Dante’s Provenzan Salvani (Purgatorio XI, 121).127 In addition, at the court of Cangrande della Scala, Dante might have met or at least heard of Immanuel Romano, one of the most highly appreciated performing poets in the northern Italian region (See Fortis 2017).
 
            Documented mentions of jongleurs and their professional skills in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Tuscan texts are not always edifying. Some historical figures were recorded under imaginative names, such as Malanotte and Maldicorpo in accounts by Boncompagno da Signa,128 and Dolcibene de’ Tori, who featured in Franco Sacchetti’s Trecentonovelle. Boccaccio describes the romanticised figure of Tedaldo degli Elisei in Decameron III, 7, and in Decameron X, 7 he mentions a Mino d’Arezzo, whose true identity has spurred a number of debates but whose social status was so high as to influence the opinion of King Peter of Aragon. Boccaccio also elaborates a careful defence of true poets (if at the expense of the lesser artists), and in doing so gives a description of Roman theatre and its environment:
 
             
              Fu ne’ tempi di Platone e avanti, e poi perseverò lungamente ed eziandio in Roma, una spezie di poeti comici, li quali, per acquistare riccheze e il favore del popolo, componevano lor comedìe, nelle quali fingevano certi adultèri e altre disoneste cose state perpetrate dagli uomini, li quali la stoltizia di quella età avea mescolati nel numero degl’idii; e queste cotali comedìe poi recitavano nella scena, cioè in una piccola casetta la quale era constituita nel mezzo del teatro, stando dintorno alla detta scena tutto il popolo, e gli uomini e le femine, della città ad udire. E non gli traeva tanto il disiderio di udire quanto di vedere i giuochi che dalla recitazione del comedo procedevano; li quali erano in questa forma: che una spezie di buffoni, chiamati «mimi», l’uficio de’ quali è sapere contrafare gli atti degli uomini, uscivano di quella scena, informati dal comedo, in quegli abiti ch'erano convenienti a quelle persone gli atti delle quali dovevano contrafare, e questi cotali atti, onesti o disonesti che fossero, secondo che il comedo diceva, facevano. E, per ciò che spesso vi si facevano intorno agli adultèri, che i comedi recitavano, di disoneste cose, si movevano gli appetiti degli uomini e delle femine riguardanti a simili cose disiderare e adoperare; di che i buoni costumi e le menti sane si corrompevano e ad ogni disonestà discorrevano. Perciò, acciò che questo cessasse, Platone, considerando, se la republica non fosse onesta, non poter consistere, scrisse, e meritamente, questi cotali dovere essere cacciati delle città. Non adunque disse d’ogni poeta.
 
            
 
             
              (There was a certain breed of comic poets during Plato’s time – as well as before him and then continuing long afterwards even in Rome – who, in order to acquire riches and popularity, composed comedies in which they represented the adulterous and dishonest acts that had been perpetrated by figures who, thanks to the stupidity of the era, were confused with the gods. These comedies were played out on a stage, that is, in a little shack set in the middle of a theatre around which the public, men and women, would stand to listen. It was not so much to listen, however, that they showed up as it was to see the shows in the comedian's play. These shows took place as follows: certain buffoons called “mimes” (whose task it was to imitate others’ behaviour) came out on stage, as prompted by the comedian, dressed in the outfits of those whose behaviour they were to imitate. They impersonated different characters, whether respectable or not, according to the comedian’s narration. Because adultery was often the subject of the shows that the comedians put on, the men and women of the audience were intrigued and were drawn to desire and to act in a similar fashion. On account of this corruption, healthy and decent people were attracted to all sorts of disreputable behaviour. Given that Plato was convinced a republic must be moral in order to thrive, he appealed in his writings (and rightly so) for these shows to stop and for these comedians to be chased from the cities. He was not, therefore, speaking about all poets.)129
 
            
 
            The difference between easy entertainment and artistic performance marked the social and aesthetic status of a jongleur, who could be considered as refined as a poet. Thomas Chobham drew a distinction between three kinds of entertainers: those who disfigure their bodies (see Boccaccio’s tale of Martellino, above), spurring the audience’s base instincts; a second group of slanderers who try to curry favours at court; and a third group with superior skills and intentions, performing edifying texts such as the lives of the saints or the undertakings of knights:
 
             
              Est etiam tertium genus histrionum qui habent instrumenta musica ad delectandum homines, et talium duo sunt genera. Quidam enim frequentant publicas potations et lascivas congregations, ut cantent ibi diversas cantilenas ut moveant homines ad lasciviam, et tales sum damnabiles sicut et alii. Sunt autem alii, qui dicuntur joculatores qui cantant gesta principum et vitas sanctorum et faciunt solatia hominibus vel in egritudinibus suis vel in angustiis suis et non faciunt nimias turpitudines sicut faciunt saltatores et saltatrices ct alii qui ludunt in imaginibus inhonestis ct faciunt videri quasi quedam phantasmata per incantations vel alio modo.
 
            
 
             
              (But there is a third kind of entertainer: they have musical instruments to delight men with. And this kind can itself be subdivided. For some of them frequent public drinking places and licentious gatherings: there they sing various sorts of songs to incite people to licentious pleasures. And these entertainers, like the first two kinds, are in peril of damnation. But there are others, called jongleurs, who sing the deeds of princes and the lives of the saints and give people comfort both in sickness and in distress; these jongleurs do not perform the extremely disgusting acts that dancers do, male and female, and also those others who disport themselves in unseemly shapes and make themselves appear virtual apparitions by means of enchantments or in some other way.)130
 
            
 
            Nevertheless, equally famous is Honorius of Autun’s lapidary condemnation of the entire lot: “Habent spem joculatores? Nullam: tota namque intentione sunt ministri Satanae” (“Do the jongleurs have any hope? None. Because they are from the bottom of their hearts the ministers of Satan”).131 Despite multiple bans and restrictions, jongleurs, court jesters, and performers never ceased their activities during the centuries that followed the Church Fathers’ stern condemnations. In 791, Alcuin of York, writing to Higbald, bishop of Lindisfarne, recommended sharing one’s meal with the poor rather than with singers or citharistas,132 thus revealing their continued presence among the clergy. While in the ecclesiastical environment, the figure of the jongleur continued to embody an image of secular licentiousness and was confined to the margins of society,133 only with the Franciscan laude did the Christian spirit embrace the jubilant union of lyrics and music once again: in the words of Francis of Assisi, “nos sumus ioculatores Domini et pro his volumus remunerari a vobis” (“we are the Lord’s jongleurs and for this we want to be rewarded by you”).134 But even these joyous expressions of laetitia spiritualis (spiritual joy) did not stop the ecclesiastical authorities from attempting to regulate the practice, at least among the clergy: centuries before the above-mentioned sanction by Pope Boniface VIII, the Third Council of Tours had banned all theatrical activities in 813, though these prohibitions failed to erase the phenomenon: actors, musicians and travelling artists continued to perform wherever they could find employment, most often at the courts of noblemen.
 
            The aristocracy began to patronize and employ performers because “they sang and accompanied themselves with a musical instrument; they did so for an audience and were employed by the powerful; they lived a travelling life; they provided entertainment during feasts; they regularly celebrated the braveries of knights in their poems”.135 At the turn of the eleventh century, therefore, the mood was stirring in favour of performers, and warlords began to realise that poets and musicians could function as powerful mouthpieces to celebrate their military accomplishments. Within this heterogeneous group of performers could coexist individuals with different levels of education, capacities, and knowledge. Those most sophisticated among their ranks brought to life the poetic-musical phenomenon of the Troubadours, whose repertory became a reference point for thirteenth-century Tuscan poets and received thorough analysis in Dante’s De vulgari eloquentia. Troubadours, however, were at the high end of the performance scale, and were mostly spared condemnation by the Church and political authorities, who aimed more particularly at the lower ranks of performers: “the prohibitions make no exceptions between poetae and musici; but the full strength of their condemnation seems to be directed against scurrae and their ioca, and against mimi and histriones.136 This particular passage raises the issue of terminology in medieval sources: medieval documents present a great variety of terms to indicate different types of performers: mimi, histriones, thymelici, ludiones, and others are found in John of Salisbury’s Policraticus: salii vel saliares, balatrones, aemiliani, gladiatores, palestritae, gignadii, praestigiatores; additional terms appear in thirteenth-century manuscripts, though many of them were no longer in current use and were merely rhetorical outbursts or textual sections entirely copied from earlier authorities with the purpose disparaging the social role of performers.137
 
            Scholars remarked the failure of restrictions and the persistence of entertainers: even if “the regulations of the church and the writings of theologians and moralists treated jongleurs with a severity which never flagged”,138 Edmund Bowles noted that the church authorities made an exception for those artists who sang or played music in praise of Christianity, perhaps reciting the lives of saints.139 Christopher Page expressed doubts about “whether the minstrels themselves paid much attention to the official opinions of the Church”,140 supposing they sometimes affected an airy disregard for damnation.
 
            The employment of jongleurs was on the rise during Dante’s time: a Chronicler of the history of Cesena, as Muratori reports, describes a lavish feast that in 1324 gathered noblemen from all across northern Italy, along with more than 1500 jongleurs:
 
             
              Auctor Chronici Caesenatis, Tomo XIV Rer. Italicar. Ad Annum MCCCXXIV, prodit, habitam Arimini a Malatestis Principibus insignem Curiam, ad qual conluxere ‘omnes Nobiles et Potentes de Tuscia, Marchia, Romandiola, et fere tota Lombardia etc. Fuit etiam multitude Histriorum [sic] circa Mille quingentos et ultra.
 
            
 
             
              (The author of the chronicle of Cesena, Tome XIV of Rerum Italicarum, in the year 1324 reports that a distinguished court was held in Rimini by the Malatesta Princes, to which congregated all the nobles and powers of Tuscany, the Marches, Romagna, and almost the whole of Lombardy. There was also a multitude of performers, about one thousand five hundred and more.)141
 
            
 
            At this point, the figure of the skilled jongleur in Europe was credited with a certain amount of social approval, at least by those who interacted with these entertainers. In 1283, a marvellous celebration for the feast of St. John, lasting two full months, attracted hundreds of players, singers and jongleurs and drew the citizens of a still peaceful Florence into dances and song:
 
             
              Nell’anno appresso MCCLXXXIII, del mese di giugno, per la festa di santo Giovanni, essendo la città di Firenze in felice e buono stato di riposo, e tranquillo e pacifico stato, e utile per li mercatanti e artefici, e massimamente per gli Guelfi che signoreggiavano la terra, si fece nella contrada di Santa Felicita Oltrarno, onde furono capo e cominciatori quegli della casa de’ Rossi co·lloro vicinanze, una compagnia e brigata di M uomini o più, tutti vestiti di robe bianche, con uno signore detto dell’Amore. Per la qual brigata non s’intendea se non in giuochi, e in sollazzi, e in balli di donne e di cavalieri e d’altri popolani, andando per la terra con trombe e diversi stormenti in gioia e allegrezza, e stando in conviti insieme, in desinari e in cene. La qual corte durò presso a due mesi, e fu la più nobile e nominata che mai fosse nella città di Firenze o in Toscana; alla quale vennero di diverse parti molti gentili uomini di corte e giocolari, e tutti furono ricevuti e proveduti onorevolemente. E nota che ne’ detti tempi la città di Firenze e’ suoi cittadini fu nel più felice stato che mai fosse, e durò insino agli anni MCCLXXXIIII, che si cominciò la divisione tra ’l popolo e’ grandi, appresso tra’ in questo medesimo tempo che ’l cardinale da Prato era in Firenze, ed era in amore del popolo e de’ cittadini, sperando che mettesse buona pace tra·lloro, per lo calen di maggio
 
            
 
             
              (In the following year, 1283, in the month of June, for the feast of Saint John, the city of Florence was in a happy and good state of calm and peace, useful for the merchants and artisans, and especially for the Guelphs; a company and brigade of one thousand men or more, all dressed in white robes, with a lord called Lord of Love, was made in the district of Santa Felicita Oltrarno, organized and ruled by the house of the Rossi family and their neighbours. Said brigade was entertained itself in jousts, in leisure, dances of women, knights and other commoners, going through the land with trumpets and different instruments in joy and gaiety; they gathered in banquets and in dinners. Such feast lasted about two months and was the noblest and most distinguished that ever was in the city of Florence or in Tuscany; many noble courtisans and joculars, came from different parts and all were received and attended honorably. And note that in those times the city of Florence and its citizens were in the happiest state that ever was, and lasted until the years 1284, when the division began between the people and the magnates, and between the Whites and the Blacks.)142
 
            
 
            Villani’s description places emphasis on the honourability of the hosts and performers and the joyfulness which the event engendered, within the context of social entertainment adhering to the courtly etiquette of the time.
 
           
          
            4 Liturgical Drama and Dante as a Spectator
 
            Dante scholars have explored the liturgical structures behind the poetry of the Commedia, bringing to the fore how “[m]edieval liturgical practice both expressed and helped shape habits of thought and imagination in ways which were deep and far-reaching”.143 The liturgical aspects of Dante’s poems have been tackled from different angles and with varying goals: John C. Barnes focused on the biblical texts performed in the Purgatorio144; Ronald Martinez explored the “synchronization of the church office and the routines of Purgatory”145; Erminia Ardissino analysed the relationship of the Commedia’s liturgical performances with Dante’s vision of history, the relationship between papacy and empire, and therefore the political and moral administration of the law146; Matthew Treherne saw liturgy as a constitutive part of the unfolding of personhood, a dimension that can transform the nexus between humans and God147; and Helena Phillips-Robins aimed at the interaction between text and reader in experiencing the liturgical songs in their daily lives.148
 
            No approach thus far, however, has comprehensively investigated the dramaturgical element as Dante represents it in his poem. It is difficult to deny that the bodily dimension of the sacred liturgy shapes many pages of the Commedia. For example, in Purgatorio VIII the two angels descending from heaven to drive away a snake, or the showdown of the devils barricading themselves within the walls of Dis in Inferno IX, cannot but evoke a dramaturgical reality that was alive in the minds of medieval readers. Dante must have witnessed to many such performances, liturgical dramas, mysteries and rappresentazioni in the churches and squares of Florence, Bologna, or Verona.149 It makes sense, then, to ask ourselves what these sacred performances were like; what language did they use; where, when, and how did they take place?
 
            One of the first difficulties when discussing medieval liturgical drama is that of nomenclature. There is no standard agreement on the words used to designate the subject of this study or its changing phases from one place to another or from one decade to another. Indeed, the very term “liturgical drama”, employed by De Coussemaker (1860) and most other scholars in the field, would be seen as an embarrassing monstrum by the culture that produced these spectacles.150 Manuscripts instead use terms such as ordo, officium, ludus, festum, misterium, the rare miraculum, and the frequent representation.
 
            The earliest liturgical dramatisation sprang forth from the liturgy of Easter, based on passages in the Gospel of Matthew. The first dramatised text, rich with singing parts, was the Quem quaeritis trope, which was initially very simple and spanned a mere three lines, then was later expanded into fully-fledged dramas such as the Visitatio sepulchri. The monks of St. Gall first dramatised this episode as early as the tenth century, and the dramas included significant portions of non-liturgical text. The oldest document containing a dramatic form of the Quem quaeritis is the Winchester troper, dating to circa 980. The Winchester troper (Bodleian Library 775) includes the more fully-developed trope on ff. 17v–17r as part of Easter Sunday Matins. Similarly, the Regularis Concordia – the foundational document of the English Benedictine Reform, adopted at the Council of Winchester in 973 and compiled by bishop Æthelwold around the same time as the Bodleian troper – contains the Quem quaeritis in the form of a theatrical ritual. In 1936 Mauro Inguanez discovered the twelfth-century text of a passion play in Montecassino, proving that the Benedictine monks of Montecassino created a five-hundred-line drama based on the original Quem quaeritis. While the Cassinese example was the first liturgical drama attested in Italy, the most developed example of the Quem quaeritis is a fourteenth-century processional from Cividale del Friuli (MS Museo Archeologico Nazionale C1).151
 
            Honorius of Autun, who had notoriously disparaged the joculatores, parallels the drama of the Mass to an ancient tragedy:
 
             
              Sic tragicus noster pugnam Christi populo Christiano in theatro Ecclesiae gestibus suis repraesentat, eique victoriam redemptionis suae inculcate […]. Per manuum expansionem, designat Christi in cruce extensionem. Per cantum praefationis, exprimit clamorem Christi in cruce pendentis.
 
            
 
             
              (Our tragic author [i. e. the celebrant] represents by his gestures in the theatre of the Church before the Christian people the struggle of Christ […]. By the extension of his hands he represents the extension of Christ on the Cross. By the chant of the preface he expresses the cry of Christ on the Cross).152
 
            
 
            But during the late Middle Ages, the rift widened between oral and written culture. A text inscribed in a book was perceived as holding a higher degree of dignity and truthfulness. This differentiation of status was also reflected in the modes of delivering a text, including, for example, that of the jongleurs who recited or sang poetry written by another author. Paul Zumthor remarks: “Lorsque le poète ou son interprète chante ou récite (que le texte soit improvisé, formularisé, ou mémorisé), sa voix seule confère à celui-ci son autorité. Le prestige de la tradition, c'est l'action de la voix. Si le poète ou l'interprète, en revanche, lit dans un livre ce qu'entendent les auditeurs, l'autorité provient plutôt du livre comme tel, objet visuellement perçu au centre du spectacle performanciel” (“When the poet or his interpreter sang or recited voice alone conferred authority on the text. But when the poet or his interpreter gave an oral recitation from a book, the authority came rather from the book as an object visually perceived at the centre of the performative show”).153
 
            The medieval city was the theatre of Christian life in Europe. In every city where Dante lived, he would have observed clerics staging rappresentazioni, liturgical dramas or dramatised lauds in churches, jongleurs acting in squares, friars processioning in the streets. The many sorts of performing arts or ritual events that permeated the life of a medieval city involved figures in movement, words, singing, and visual experiences converging in urban rituals such as processions, liturgical dramas and mystery or carnival plays. These events were vital to the local identity of each community, as is testified by chronicles, processionals and ordinal books. For example, a notorious incident is recorded in Giovanni Villani’s Cronica (VIII, 70), said to have taken place in 1304: a great multitude of people were watching a marvellous show for the feast of Calendimaggio which involved a stage set on top of boats on the river below, with scenery representing hell, people wearing devils’ masks, bonfires and many actors. The bridge on which the audience stood was built of wood and collapsed under the weight of the viewers, many of whom drowned in the Arno, as Giovanni Villani reports, perhaps with an echo of Inferno VI, 36 (“lor vanità che par persona” [“their emptiness, which seems real bodies”]) in his words “anime ignude, che pareano persone”154:
 
             
              In questo medesimo tempo che ’l cardinale da Prato era in Firenze, ed era in amore del popolo e de’ cittadini, sperando che mettesse buona pace tra·lloro, per lo calen di maggio MCCCIIII, come al buono tempo passato del tranquillo e buono stato di Firenze, s’usavano le compagnie e brigate di sollazzi per la cittade, per fare allegrezza e festa, si rinnovarono e fecionsene in più parti de la città, a gara l’una contrada dell’altra, ciascuno chi meglio sapea e potea. Infra l’altre, come per antico aveano per costume quegli di borgo San Friano di fare più nuovi e diversi giuochi, sì mandarono un bando che chiunque volesse sapere novelle dell’altro mondo dovesse essere il dì di calen di maggio in su ’l ponte alla Carraia, e d’intorno a l’Arno; e ordinarono in Arno sopra barche e navicelle palchi, e fecionvi la somiglianza e figura dello ’nferno con fuochi e altre pene e martori, e uomini contrafatti a demonia, orriboli a vedere, e altri i quali aveano figure d’anime ignude, che pareano persone, e mettevangli in quegli diversi tormenti con grandissime grida, e strida, e tempesta, la quale parea idiosa e spaventevole a udire e a vedere; e per lo nuovo giuoco vi trassono a vedere molti cittadini; e ’l ponte alla Carraia, il quale era allora di legname da pila a pila, si caricò sì di gente che rovinò in più parti, e cadde colla gente che v’era suso; onde molte genti vi morirono e annegarono, e molti se ne guastarono le persone, sì che il giuoco da beffe avenne col vero, e com’era ito il bando, molti n’andarono per morte a sapere novelle dell’altro mondo, con grande pianto e dolore a tutta la cittade, che ciascuno vi credea avere perduto il figliuolo o ’l fratello; e fu questo segno del futuro danno che in corto tempo dovea venire a la nostra cittade per lo soperchio delle peccata de’ cittadini, sì come appresso faremo menzione.
 
            
 
             
              (In this same time that the Cardinal da Prato was in Florence, and was beloved by the people and by the citizens, who hoped that he might set them at peace one with another, on the first day of May, 1304, just as in the good old times of the tranquil and good estate of Florence, it had been the custom for companies and bands of pleasure-makers to go through the city rejoicing and making merry, so now again they assembled and met in divers parts of the city; and one district vied with the other which could invent and do the best. Among others, as of old was the custom, they of Borgo San Friano were wont to devise the newest and most varied pastimes; and they sent forth a proclamation that whosoever desired news of the other world should come on the 1st day of May upon the Carraia Bridge, and beside the Arno; and they erected upon the Arno a stage upon boats and vessels, and thereupon they made the similitude and figure of hell, with fires and other pains and sufferings, with men disguised as demons, horrible to behold, and others which had the appearance of naked souls, which seemed to be persons, and they were putting them to the said divers torments, with loud cries, and shrieks, and tumult, which seemed hateful and fearful to hear and to see; and by reason of this new pastime there came many citizens to look on, and the Carraia Bridge, which then was of wood from pile to pile, was so burdened with people that it gave way in many places, and fell with the people which were upon it, wherefore many were killed and drowned, and many were maimed; so that the pastime from sport became earnest, and, as the proclamation had said, many by death went to learn news of the other world, with great lamentation and sorrow to all the city, for each one believed he must have lost his son or his brother there; and this was a sign of future ill, which in a short time should come to our city through the exceeding wickedness of the citizens, as hereafter we shall make mention.)155
 
            
 
            By 1304 Dante had already left Florence, never to return; therefore he could not have seen the tragic ending of this event. Nevertheless, this great pageant is evidence of a recurring custom in Florence: the presentation of edifying shows with actors playing devils and damned souls, and with structures and props aimed at reproducing the infernal realm. Dante references folklore, feasts, sacred drama, dances and songs in his representation of afterlife. All of these oral and visual reference points were immediately recognisable within the imaginary of his contemporaries, and the poet employed to them because it was natural for a writer to produce a reflection of the world and everyday reality surrounding him. He immediately realised the great expressive and aesthetic potential of his poetic treatment of the oral and visual arts, which continues to ignite our imaginations even today. Dante’s symbiotic poem effortlessly and seamlessly unites popular and erudite knowledge, established poetic tradition with daring aesthetic experimentalism, theology and poetic fiction. Both sides of each dyad deserve to be studied with equal earnestness.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          Chapter two. Dialogue, Drama and Carnival in the Inferno
 
        
 
         
           
            
              
                    	 
                      Perfino Dante, il solo grande che è divenuto e rimasto popolare, deve essere eseguito.
 
                       
 
                      (Even Dante, the only great who has become and remained popular, must be performed)156
 

              

            
 
          
 
          
            1 A Strange Title
 
            In what sense can we talk of theatre or spectacle in Dante’s Inferno? We should not limit such a discussion to the essentially comic register of the whole canticle, which the Bolognese grammarian Giovanni del Virgilio lambasted as the “themes which are croaked forth, all undigested, at street corners by some buffoon with comic actor’s shock of hair”.157 Dante never directly replied to this criticism, choosing instead to transfer the debate to a more idyllic, Arcadian ground, not sparing a dose of subtle irony for his friend. The Commedia–as it is spelled today–abounds with episodes that are reminiscent of liturgical dramas, theatrical staging, or carnivalesque street performances, and it benefits the contemporary reader to reconstruct and re-imagine in their minds the unwritten subtexts on which such episodes are patterned.
 
            Oblique allusions or references to drama, street performances, and public spectacles have often invited discussion about the title of the poem, which is indeed relevant in a book like the present one. Even if Comedìa does not imply Dante’s intention for his work to be theatrical in the performative sense, the term cannot fail to bewilder, and uneasiness with such a title began with some of the earliest commentators, including Guido da Pisa and Giovanni Boccaccio. As is well known, the only two mentions in the poem of the term comedìa both appear in the first canticle, with Inferno XVI, 128 and Inferno XXI, 2. The work’s title as Comedìa also appears in the Epistle to Cangrande (parr. 3, 10, 13), a letter whose authenticity is debated, and in a passage from the Monarchia (I, xii, 6) which might also be a spurious addition by a later copyist, as was suspected as early as Michele Barbi.158
 
            The use of the term comedía in Inferno XXI, 2 is particularly telling of the “theatrical” – or perhaps farcical, to use Leo Spitzer’s definition159 – tone and content of this fraudulent pouch of hell: reserved for the sin of barratry, the crime for which Dante himself was exiled from Florence, this particular area is striking for its grotesque, devilish, and comic ambience.160 The power of narrative here clothes the devils’ attempted deception in a coat of ridicule and mockery, with a representation so vivid and lively that it would seem excessive and non-sensical without the real-life correlative of carnival plays and feasts of fools. Perhaps, as both Tommaseo and Pirandello noted,161 Dante employed the comic register here to emphasize the scathing lack of seriousness with which he considered his Florentine detractors’ accusation, perhaps exemplifying the rationale for the title Comedía, as Mirko Tavoni explains it: “la voce tragica non ha le parole per parlare della modernità, cioè dell’avaritia” (“the tragic voice does not have the words to speak of modernity, i. e., of avarice”).162 Some critics, such as Chiavacci Leonardi, attribute to the term comedìa in Inferno XXI, 2 the function of setting a very specific tone for the two cantos that follow (in marked opposition to Virgil’s Aeneid, described as tragedìa shortly before, in Inferno XX, 113), rather than expressing the title of the work.163 Alberto Casadei has suggested that Comedía might be the title that Dante reserved for the first canticle alone, while the entire poem should be referred to as Sacrato poema (Paradiso XXIII, 62) or Poema sacro (Paradiso XXV, 1).164 However, it seems unlikely that Dante’s own sons, Jacopo and Pietro, who had accompanied their father through his years of exile, would need to rely on a fake letter and a copyist’s addition to learn the title of their father’s poem.165 Both Alighieri brothers, in their commentaries to their father’s poem (Jacopo in 1322 and Pietro, proem to the second draft 1344 – 1355), explicitly write that the poem title is Comedìa. Is it realistic to think that Dante never had a conversation with his children, in which he mentioned the title of the poem? Despite our lack of documentary proof, it is plausible to think that Dante’s children knew the title of the work to which their father entrusted his poetic destiny, and I would venture to guess that Pietro and Jacopo had seen an autograph copy of the Commedia, which most likely contained a rubric with the title on it.
 
            Thus, accepting that Inferno XVI, 128 proclaims the work’s title, we may acknowledge that “il semplice titolo del poema prevale qui sulla designazione del genere letterario” (“the simple title of the poem prevails here over the designation of the literary genre”),166 and therefore we should resist the temptation of reading the title as a sign that Dante’s poem is a work intended for performance. The theatricality of the Commedia is resolved along the axis from comic to tragic as a merely literary category, just as the medieval scholarship on literary genres viewed the matter, beginning from Papia to Uguccione da Pisa to the author of the letter to Cangrande, with additional examples in the larger commentary tradition.167 Discourse on literary genres clearly mattered to Dante, as he returns to the subject with a more oblique reference to comico o tragedo in Paradiso XXX, 24, when the poet surrenders to the ineffability of the divine vision. Theatrical literature typically does not include the presence of a narrator, which in the Commedia plays a paramount role (although one could object that the chorus in Greek tragedy had a somewhat similar function); in the words of Francis Petrarch, “In comediis quidem nusquam auctor loquitur, sed introducte persone” (“In the comedies the author never speaks, but introduced personages speak”).168 Dante wanted us to read his poem in the same way we would read his sonnet “Messer Brunetto”. And yet, as most readers have noted, there is an innate theatrical quality to many passages of Dante’s Commedia, making such passages readable and enjoyable for a broad audience and at a deeper level, and we could reply to Petrarch’s words using Boccaccio’s explanation of why some commentators think that the title Comedìa feels somewhat inappropriate for Dante’s poem:
 
             
              E, appresso, dell’arte spettante al comedo: mai nella comedìa non introducerese medesimo in alcuno atto a parlare; ma sempre a varie persone, che in diversi luoghi e tempi e per diverse cagioni deduce a parlare insieme, fa ragionare quello che crede che apartenga al tema impreso della comedìa; dove in questo libro, lasciato l’artificio del comedo, l’autore ispessissime volte e quasi sempre or di sè or d’altrui ragionando favella.
 
            
 
             
              (In addition, one must consider the art appropriate to the writer of comedies. Never in a comedy does the author make an appearance in a speaking role. Instead, he always presents various others who speak together in different places, times, and situations in order to give a voice to that which he feels best embodies the theme of his composition. In this work, far from the exigencies of comic writers, the author very frequently, indeed almost always, speaks of himself or is the one who describes the other characters.)169
 
            
 
            With Boccaccio’s blessing, we will therefore explore the dialogicity of Dante’s Commedia as an element of dramaturgical nature.
 
           
          
            2 Dialogicity
 
            This chapter will identify and discuss the elements that enliven the narrative through their dramatic (i. e., theatrical) quality, leaving aside the question of genre. Some critics have remarked on the use of dialogue as a paramount tool of direct poetic representation in the first canticle. Paolo De Ventura  collected data showing that, in the Inferno, dialogue occupies 2468 lines out of 4720, while in the Purgatorio it occupies 2368 out of 4755 lines, and in the Paradiso, 3968 out of 4758 lines.170 The numbers of dialogic lines appear more significant when we consider that the average length of each dialogue is 6.7 lines in Inferno, 8.3 lines in Purgatorio and 19.7 lines in the Paradiso: predictably, the first canticle contains the highest number of quick repartees and witty responses, while the last canticle is characterised by longer theological explanations. More recently, Luca Serianni  revisited this topic once again, observing not only that the dialogue per se is a theatrical element, but that the register which Dante employs – colloquial, enhanced with proverbs and folkloric colour – helps to shape the theatrical essence of the first canticle in particular.171 All this makes the entire text of the first canticle intrinsically theatrical, and the “intermezzo epico-tragico dell’aldilà” (“epic-tragic interlude of the afterlife”)172 is insinuated with the ripple of a smile. The Inferno’s challenge to the epic-tragic tone of Virgil’s “alta tragedìa” (Inferno XX, 113)173 here becomes apparent through the insertion of farcical elements and an idea of the devil that is material, grotesque and folkloric.174 Barolini remarks that when Virgil chooses to speak to Ulysses and Dyomedes – after informing Dante that it is appropriate because “they were Greeks” – the Florentine poet establishes a stylistic disjunction between the Comedìa and alta tragedìa, on the basis of a new form of epic language.175 Some passages reveal an even more evident mark of the popular, the grotesque and the bizarre, to the point that one can easily find the watermark of medieval plays, carnival feasts and ritual processions. In Inferno III, for example, the neutrals chasing a banner resemble some sort of ritual, perhaps a town procession, a feast or a palio; or perhaps the scene might evoke a military parade replete with banners. Virgil’s defeat by the devils (Inferno IX) is clearly reminiscent of many plays staging the descent of Christ to hell on the night of Holy Saturday. The demons chasing of Ciampolo of Navarre exude a carnivalesque theatricality, with their bizarre slapstick coagulating around the Ciampolo’s “novo ludo” (Inferno XXII, 118).176 Additional theatrical episodes might include the litanies and procession of the soothsayers (Inferno XX), and the monumental structure of Lucifer’s body at the very end of the underworld, acting as a sort of maison or stage wing behind which the pilgrim and the guide exit the scene.
 
           
          
            3 Inferno IV: The Harrowing of Hell
 
            As Virgil leads the pilgrim through Limbo, where he and many other pagans must forever suffer the sombre ambience of spiritual depression caused by the lack of faith, the Latin poet reminisces about an event he witnessed not many years after joining the great spirits in their noble castle:
 
             
              […] Io era nuovo in questo stato,
 
              quando ci vidi venire un possente,
 
              con segno di vittoria coronato.
 
                 Trasseci l'ombra del primo parente,
 
              d'Abèl suo figlio e quella di Noè,
 
              di Moïsè legista e ubidente;
 
                 Abraàm patrïarca e Davìd re,
 
              Israèl con lo padre e co' suoi nati
 
              e con Rachele, per cui tanto fé,
 
                 e altri molti, e feceli beati.
 
            
 
             
              (I was new to this condition when I saw / a mighty one descend, crowned, with the sign of victory. / Out of our midst he plucked the shade / of our first parent, of Abel his son, of Noah, / and of Moses, obedient in giving laws, / the patriarch Abraham, and David the king, / Israel with his father and his sons, / and with Rachel, for whom he served so long, / 'as well as many others, and he made them blessed.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno IV, 52 – 61)


                

              
 
            
 
            Virgil’s vivid account of the descensus Christi ad inferos, contained in the apocryphal Acta pilati but referenced in Matthew 27:52, here in the narrative of Dante’s hell serves the primary purpose of describing Limbo from the personal viewpoint of one of its eternal denizens, Virgil himself. The scene of Christ’s descent, also known as the Harrowing of Hell, was often staged in medieval plays. Its basis was the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus (ca. fourth century), whose line “posuitque Dominus crucem suam in medio inferni, quae est signum victoriae”177 is a likely source for Inferno IV, 54: “con segno di vittoria coronato”. Christ’s descent to hell was officially sanctioned as Christian dogma in 1215 with the Fourth Lateran Council, and in 1274 with the Council of Lyon, having its scriptural basis in several passages of the New Testament, though it was introduced as an article of faith as early as the fourth century.178 Because of their obscure nature, however, these passages were the subject of various and divergent interpretations by Church Fathers and theologians throughout the Middle Ages.
 
            Popular devotion often represented episodes like the Harrowing of Hell in liturgical and paraliturgical forms of dramaturgy. One example can be found in MS Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze, Fondo Palatino 170,179 a small booklet produced in Tuscany (Palermo 1853 I: 333) containing Devozioni del Giovedì e del Venerdì Santo and some laude spirituali by Jacopone da Todi. Francesco Palermo, Alessandro D’Ancona, and Simona Bianchi date the manuscript to several decades before the inscribed date of 1375, which appears on fol. 30v.180 In support of D’Ancona’s retro-dating, a hand-written note (which in my view appears to date to the eighteenth century) in the contropiatto attributes the Devozioni to a Brandino Padovano who, according to Girolamo Tiraboschi might be identified with Ildebrandinus Paduanus de’ Mezzabati, a poet who was also the capitano del popolo of Florence in 1291 – 1292, as quoted in De vulgari eloquentia I, xiv, 7, or with a Bandino da Arezzo.181 D’Ancona envisions the representations of such devotions within the church  and understands these rites to be closely connected to the liturgy: it would have been a mix of ceremony, preaching and drama in which the actors obeyed the instructions of a director, the celebrant.182 One of these texts, in all likelihood posterior to the Commedia, contains a scene about the Harrowing of Hell, an episode of sacred history that had been perceived as theatrical (at least in England) as early as the eighth-century Book of Cerne. The episode known today as the Harrowing of Hell was often staged as a play under the title Ordo prophetarum in several dioceses of northern France. These plays had become so vital to the civic life of medieval towns that they attracted people from all over Europe.183 Karl Young in his 1933 monumental study, The Drama of the Medieval Church, included a section about the “Procession of the Prophets”, from which we learn that different versions of Ordines prophetarum existed in Europe, for example in Limoges, Rouen, Laon and Paris.184
 
            The MS BNCF Palatino 170 contains a set of three devozioni, a genre of dramatic laude that were presented in the church.185 The texts of these paraliturgical plays contain stage directions in which the preacher (indicated as predicatore in the rubrics) acts as a sort of stage director giving signs and cues to other actors on stage: “Dito questo lo predicatore predica et mentre che predica non se faça niente ma como fa signo dica lo mal latro a Christo” (“After saying this, the preacher will preach, and while he preaches, nothing should happen, but as soon as he signals, the evil thief speaks so to Christ”). On folios 16v and following, below, one can read the dialogue of the two thieves hanging next to Jesus on the cross, with the stage directions in red:
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                      Fig. 1: BNCF Pal. 170 fol. 16v.
 
  
              

            
 
            Of specific interest for my research is Stanza 31 on fol. 18r of this manuscript. During the Good Friday devotion we encounter echoes of Inferno IV: this portion of dialogue between Mary, Christ and the dead souls explains how Christ saved “Adam, primo meo parente / sta aparechiato te aspetando / Abel, Noè, et Abraam obediente […] / et Moises legistro con lo nostro protectore” from hell, a wording that closely parallels Inferno IV, 55 – 58: “Trasseci l’ombra del primo parente, / d’Abèl suo figlio e quella di Noè, / di Moïsè legista e ubidente” (“Out of our midst he plucked the shade / of our first parent, of Abel his son, of Noah, / and of Moses, obedient in giving laws, / the patriarch Abraham, and David the king”). 
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                Fig. 2: BNCF Pal. 170 fol. 18r.
 
             
            It is possible that the texts of Inferno IV and of the devozione may have no relation to one another, and both might derive independently from the Bible.186 Adam was obviously the first progenitor of mankind; Moses was famous for his obedience (Leviticus 8:4, Deuteronomy 34:5) and as a lawgiver, since he brought the law of God to the Israelites. However, the appellatives “primus parens” for Adam, and “obediens” along with the explicit appellative “legista” for Moses, are not found in the Bible, which might indicate a more direct link between this devotion and the Dantean passage. The theatrical nature of the Harrowing of Hell episode also animates the dialogue between Dante and Virgil, who harbours personal feelings about being left behind:
 
             
                 Trasseci l’ombra del primo parente
 
              d'Abèl suo figlio e quella di Noè,
 
              di Moïsè legista e ubidente;
 
                 Abraàm patrïarca e Davìd re,
 
              Israèl con lo padre e co' suoi nati
 
              e con Rachele, per cui tanto fé,
 
                 e altri molti, e feceli beati.
 
              E vo' che sappi che, dinanzi ad essi,
 
              spiriti umani non eran salvati.
 
            
 
             
              (Out of our midst he plucked the shade / of our first parent, of Abel his son, of Noah, / and of Moses, obedient in giving laws, / the patriarch Abraham, and David the king, / Israel with his father and his sons, / and with Rachel, for whom he served so long, / as well as many others, and he made them blessed. / And, I would have you know, before these / no human souls were saved.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno IV, 55 – 63)


                

              
 
            
 
            Moreover, there is another dramaturgical text in which Moses is called legislator: it is “Les prophètes du Christ”, the second of 22 parts of an Ordo prophetarum. Here we can read the passage in a French manuscript produced in Limoges in the eleventh or twelfth century, just one of the many documents containing the play.187 In this theatrical text, whose dialogues are marked with musical neumes, the Praecentor, or master singer, addresses Moses with the appellative “Legislator, huc propinqua”:
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            Fig. 3: MS Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, lat. 1139, fol. 56r.
 
            Such plays, quite common throughout Europe, were “composed for performance at major liturgical feasts, these pieces were sung throughout in a semblance of dialogue; they seem to have been in use in Limousin, and in places as far away as Laon”.188 The MS Palatino 170 shows that they were present in Italy as well. The definition of Moses as legislator existed even in antiquity and became widespread in fifteenth-century Italian theatre; it could have come to Dante from a dramaturgical tradition such as the devozioni recited in Florence. But even if the adjective “legista” came from written theological tradition, the mere fact that it was used in popular oral texts made it familiar to contemporary readers of any theological background. One final curious fact about this French manuscript is that the same Ordo describes Virgil as a Christian prophet, appearing between John the Baptist and Nebuchadnezzar. The intrat reads: Virgilius Vates Maro gentilium dea Christo testimonium. Next, in the chorus’ response: Ecce polo demissa solo noua progenies est, which quotes Virgil’s Eclogue IV, 6, the famous poem in which the Latin writer was believed to have foreseen the birth of Christ. 
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                Fig. 4: MS BNF lat. 1139, fol. 57v.
 
             
            That the author of the Eclogues and the Aeneid should appear as a Christian prophet was in fact a rather common feature in manuscripts of the Ordo prophetarum as is attested for example in Laon Bibliothèque de la Ville Ms. 263 (Troparium-Hymnarium Laudunense thirteenth century): “Virgilius, cum cornu et calamo, edera coronatus, scriptorium tenens” (“Virgil, with horn and reed, wreathed with ivy, holding script”).189 The inclusion of Virgil as one of the Christian prophets could be explained by the early Christian interpretations of the child born of a virgin in Virgil's Eclogue IV, an episode in which medieval scholars saw a prediction of the birth of Christ.190
 
           
          
            4 Inferno IX: Drama Before the Gates
 
            The references to the Harrowing of Hell in Inferno IV form a natural connection with Inferno IX: when an army of devils shuts the gates of Dis in Virgil’s face, refusing to let the wayfarers proceed any further, an angel from heaven resolves the situation by forcing open the gates with the divine power bestowed on him. Re-enacting what was previously referenced in Inferno IV, 52 – 60, this scene resonates closely with the descent of Christ to the underworld on the night of Holy Saturday, the Harrowing of Hell, an episode that was staged in many medieval plays as part of the Easter celebrations.191 The analogies with Inferno IX are striking, with the heavenly angel banging open the gates of Dis and causing the devils to scatter. But the appearance of devils or homines salvatici, which were an early version of extraneous, non-human characters, is attested in several liturgical ceremonies, including two that took place in Padua’s Prato della Valle in 1208 and 1224,192 as well as in Viterbo and Bologna.193 This presence of the extraneous, of the different, is probably a contamination of the carnivalesque aspects of dramaturgy appearing in the Feast of Fools, often with devils called Harlequins. As will be seen below, these figures have a long history in the popular tradition, and resonate with Dante’s demon Alichino (Inferno XXI, 118).
 
            Inferno IX concludes the section of hell dedicated to sins of incontinence and leads into the areas meant to punish graver sins, beginning with heresy. In this way it is a transitional canto, very much like Canto IX of Purgatorio, which leads into purgatory proper, and of Paradiso, the last canto to fall under Earth’s shadow. Inferno IX marks the end of the first portion of hell, where incontinence and weakness of will are punished. Here we find the entrance into a metaphorical theatre building, with the domus (the gates and walls of Dis), characters in costumes (the Furies, Medusa, the devils) and devices (the angel acting as a deus ex machina). The dialogue in this portion takes place overtly, between the pilgrim and his guide, as hesitation shakes Virgil’s self-confidence in his role. Fear fills the pilgrim’s heart as he expresses his uncertainty as to whether his guide truly knows what he is doing: “In questo fondo de la trista conca / discende mai alcun del primo grado, / che sol per pena ha la speranza cionca?” (“Does ever anyone from the first circle, / where the only penalty is hope cut off, / descend so deep into this dismal pit?”; Inferno IX, 16 – 18). The question allows Virgil to explain that it is indeed rare for a soul from limbo (those whose hope is “cut off”) to venture down to the lower regions of hell, but he has actually travelled this far and dealt with the situation before, although in a completely different context:
 
             
                 Ver è ch’altra fiata qua giù fui,
 
              congiurato da quella Eritón cruda
 
              che richiamava l’ombre a’ corpi sui.
 
            
 
             
                 Di poco era di me la carne nuda,
 
              ch'ella mi fece intrar dentr’ a quel muro,
 
              per trarne un spirto del cerchio di Giuda.
 
            
 
             
              (It is true I came here once before, / conjured by pitiless Erichtho, / who could call shades back into their bodies. / I had not long been naked of my flesh / when she compelled me to go inside this wall / to fetch a spirit from the circle of Judas.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno IX, 22 – 27)


                

              
 
            
 
            As is well known, the episode is modelled after a passage from Lucan’s Pharsalia (VI, 507 – 827), in which Pompey hires a Thessalian sorcerer named Erichtho to raise a dead soldier and divine the result of the incumbent battle. Having had previous experience with a descent into hell seems to be a requirement for all guides to the afterlife, and even the Sybil who led Aeneas through Hades in Aeneid VI boasts of a previous chthonic experience. However, the story of Virgil’s previous descent to Hell is Dante’s original invention, a narrative insertion that allows Dante to establish the credentials of his chaperon even as he subtly undermines his authority.194 And yet, despite this experience, the Latin poet appears confused and defeated before the devils’ refusal to open the gates: Virgil’s anger (Inferno VIII, 121) and frustration bring fear to the face of the pilgrim (“Quel color che viltà di fuor mi pinse” [“The pallor cowardice painted on my face”]; Inferno IX, 1). If Virgil’s formula had worked against Charon, Minos and Plutus, it is not effective here. Although wrath is indeed an appropriate emotional reaction to the situation (“non potemo intrare omai sanz’ira” [“Now we cannot enter without wrath”]; Inferno IX, 33), it will take the wrath of a higher echelon to gain entrance “sanza guerra” to this fortified bulwark of obstinacy.
 
            In Inferno IX the dramatisation of human emotions and attitudes, a battle of reason and faith against obstinacy, is staged with a theatrical layout. Some commentators have noted that the appearance of several bit parts in this canto (the Furies, Medusa and the heavenly messenger) creates the mood and atmosphere of a sacred representation.195 Even the hermeneutic address to the reader (“la dottrina che s’asconde / sotto ’l velame de li versi strani” [“consider the teaching that is hidden / behind the veil of these strange verses”]; Inferno IX, 62 – 63) recalls the moral address to the audience, a habitual metatheatrical element in medieval plays and sermons. Several critics have remarked upon the theatrical aspects of this episode, as far as theatre was known and experienced in the late Middle Ages. For example, Michelangelo Picone notes a “typical jongleurs’ device”196 in the dialogue of Rimbaut d’Aurenga, when the Troubadour opens his canso with this exhortation to the audience: “Escotatz, mas no say que s’es, / senhor, so que vuelh comensar”. Umberto Bosco identifies theatricality more specifically in the address to the reader and even divides the canto into acts:
 
             
              Che tra l’VIII e il IX c. la fantasia di Dante si cimenti in una vera e propria «sacra rappresentazione» è osservazione di molti che va approfondita. Il grigio d’una palude brulicante di ombre che si dilaniano a vicenda; sul fondale, il rosso di mura che sembrano di ferro rovente, con le loro torri di difesa: questa è la scena di essa. Numerosi personaggi dialoganti (Dante stesso, Virgilio, i diavoli, le Furie, il Messo); netta la distinzione in scene, che possono addirittura essere raggruppate in «atti» o momenti successivi dell'azione. Già nel canto IV avevamo avuto un'articolata sceneggiatura […]. Evidentemente questi appelli sono connessi con la natura di sacra rappresentazione delle due scene seguenti, anzi di rappresentazioni d'un genere speciale, nelle quali si assiste direttamente, secondo un gusto diffusissimo nelle letterature medievali, a un intervento angelico contro le forze infernali (altre scene del medesimo genere, ma meno articolate, in If. XXVII 112 – 127 e in Pg. V 103 – 108). Ora, nelle laudi drammatiche non manca mai l’«Annunzio» della rappresentazione, connesso, secondo il D’Ancona, a «consuetudini rituali», col relativo invito agli uditori a fare attenzione; spesso esso si apre con l'invocazione «O voi», che ritorna anche in Dante. Del genere di questa dantesca è l'annunciazione che apre la rappresentazione senese della Natività di Cristo: «ora intendan le menti e l'alme pie / di quanti sacramenti e' sia figura / la festa in questa notte celebrata / e che è qui da noi ripresentata.»
 
            
 
             
              (The idea that, between Cantos VIII and IX, Dante’s imagination engages in a veritable “sacred representation” is the opinion of many and needs to be explored. The grey swamp swarms with shadows that tear each other apart; on the backdrop, the red walls that seem to be made of red-hot iron, with their defensive towers: this is the stage. There are numerous dialoguing characters (Dante himself, Virgil, the devils, the Furies, the angel); the canto is clearly divided in scenes, which can even be grouped into successive “acts” or moments of action. In Canto IV we also had an articulate script […]. Evidently, these addresses are connected with the “sacred representation” quality of the following two scenes. These are representations of a specific kind, in which we directly witness something that occurs quite frequently in medieval literature: the intervention of an angel against infernal forces (other scenes of the same kind, but less developed, occur in Inferno XXVII, 112 – 127 and Purgatorio V, 103 – 108). Now, dramatic lauds never lack the “annunciation” of the performance which, according to D’Ancona, is connected to “ritual customs”, inviting the audience to pay attention; it often opens with the invocation “O ye”, also found in Dante. The address that opens the Sienese representation of the Nativity of Christ is also similar to Dante’s address: “let now pious minds and souls / pay attention to how many sacraments are represented / in the feast we are celebrating and staging tonight”.)197
 
            
 
            Bosco notes that the use of this sort of address seems characteristic of fifteenth-century Tuscan dramaturgical texts: Lorenzo de’ Medici’s Rappresentatione di San Giovanni e Paulo begins with an angel calling “Silenzio, o voi che ragunati siete” (de’ Medici 2000: 40),198 while in Poliziano’s Orfeo, Mercury opens the prologue with the line “Silenzio. Udite”.199 A similar address appears again in Purgatorio when Matelda introduces the pageant of the terrestrial paradise, another episode of the poem that is charged with a strong theatrical force: “la donna tutta a me si torse, / dicendo: ‘Frate mio, guarda e ascolta’” (“when the lady turned and faced me, / saying: ‘My brother, look and listen’”; Purgatorio XXIX, 14 – 15). However, the same commentators also indicate an occurrence of the same didactic address in the Ritmo di Sant’ Alessio from Le Marche. At the beginning of this Ritmo we read “ […] et ore odite certanza / de qual mo mostre semblanza / per memoria retenanza” (“[…] and now hear the veritable story / of which a semblance will now be showed to you / so that you may retain it”; ll. 3 – 5),200 and further clues suggest that addressing the audience before the start of a play was a general theatrical convention across Europe, a custom that likely derived from town criers and bellmen. In France many preachers began their sermons by addressing the audience with “Oye, bonnes gens”, (“Hear ye, good people”),201 and some Troubadour songs also began with such an exclamation. The relation between theatre and the clearly performative art of medieval preaching harks back, according to Solange Corbin, to pseudo–Augustine’s Sermo contra Judaeos, sung during Christmas Matins, from which the genre of the Ordo prophetarum originated.202 In orchestrating the entrance into Dis, Virgil appears as a failed director when he attempts to reuse a script that was previously performed before the birth of Christ, refusing to accept that the rules of the game are now completely different in the year of the Jubilee 1300. This failure would later cause the pilgrim to allude to his leader’s weakness (“[…] maestro, tu che vinci / tutte le cose, fuor che ’ demon duri / ch’a l’intrar de la porta incontra uscinci” [“Master, you who overcome all things –  / all but the obstinate fiends who sallied forth / against us at the threshold of the gate”]; Inferno XIV, 43 – 45), introducing a tension that would only increase with Virgil’s difficulties in the bedlam of the barrators (Inferno XXI, 58 – 60) where the Latin poet, against the sounder judgement of the pilgrim, would make the mistake of trusting Malacoda. The latter episode is also characterised by a strong dramatic and realistic tone, especially with the Latin poet’s naive trust in Malacoda, despite the opinion of a bewildered Dante (Inferno XXI, 128 – 135).
 
            Inferno IX has often been compared to a carnival play or a mystery play about Christ’s descent to hell, which the devils oppose by barricading themselves behind the door. Dante’s mixture of Christian and pagan elements in this staging proves particularly effective to express the dramatic (as it were!) situation: the Latin poet’s epistemological mistake is based on his defencelessness against the wiles of the devils: he has never met an infernal demon, just as he has never encountered Christ. While medieval plays – be they of a comic type like carnival feasts or a sacred type as in Easter or Christmas celebrations – usually featured Christ, God or the angels in addition to the devils, here on stage in Inferno IX appear figures from pagan mythology, against whom Virgil’s intervention is, in fact, effective: the guide is thoughtful and quick-minded in covering the eyes of the pilgrim, who would otherwise have been turned to stone by the Gorgon Medusa. Therefore, Virgil’s agency in this canto, while often deplored as insufficient by commentators, may not be enough to overcome the devils but is not entirely useless and does thwart a rather serious risk. The pagan poet possesses an effective – albeit gestural, non-verbal – defence against pagan monsters. But his verbal mediation produces no effect against the likes of the devils, who flatter and deceive in order to fool the wayfarers.
 
            The perimeter of the city walls, red with flames, provides something akin to stage wings in an episode whose rhythm and dialogical structure are profoundly theatrical. Pageants were typically staged in the church, but when comic-realistic element prevailed, the shows took place in the churchyard or the covered church entryway. If we take the city of Dis to be the infernal equivalent of a church, Inferno IX reflects quite accurately this same setting, with the action taking place before its entrance. The presence of the devils in this scene is in line with the theatrical settings of Easter plays: it corresponds with the role of the chorus, and indeed the devils do not speak individually here, as they do in Inferno XXI. Here at the gates of Dis the devils express a choral rejection of Virgil’s authority. If the pagan poet had successfully and overtly commanded all pagan monsters so far by virtue of the divine decree that “vuolsi così colà dove si puote / ciò che si vuole” (“It is so willed where will and power are one, / and ask no more”; Inferno III, 95 – 96 and Inferno V, 23 – 24), at the end of the previous canto, where our episode begins, the guide must speak secretly with the devils (Inferno VIII, 87). The reason for this shift in narrative development and register has been explained as “an invention that today we would call theatrical technique”.203 Here we see the lead actors (Dante and Virgil), bit parts decked out in costume (the devils, the heavenly messenger) and a set design (the walls of Dis). Amilcare Iannucci observed that in this “little sacred representation”204 we should see a direct link between the coming of the heavenly messenger and the descensus Christi ad inferos, two symbolic and parallel events that took place on the morning of Easter Saturday, representing Christ’s first victory after his death on Good Friday. Iannucci warns that even in this allegorical context, we should not feel that “the figures of Dante and Virgil lose, to a larger extent, their historical identity to assume their exemplary roles as personifications of Everyman and Reason”.205 The figures of the wayfarers are rather “first and foremost themselves, players in the drama of providential history”.206 A thirteenth-century lauda from Perugia, performed on Holy Saturday,207 reveals in its indebtedness to the Gospel of Nicodemus that its plot, tone, and the final outcome of the devils’ stubborn opposition resemble those in Inferno IX:
 
             
              SATAN ad Demones
 
              O dilette mie legione,
 
              contrastate a quisto passo;
 
              ciascun piglie el suo cantone
 
              chi più alto e chi più basso
 
            
 
             
              Vox ANGELI ad Internum:
 
              O voie, principe renchiuse,
 
              quiste vostre porte uprite!
 
            
 
             
              (SATAN and Demons
 
              O my beloved legions,
 
              block the entrance to this pass;
 
              everyone take their positions,
 
              some up high, some below
 
            
 
             
              Voice of the ANGEL to those inside:
 
              O prince of evil who are inside,
 
              open these doors of yours)208
 
            
 
            It is Dante’s artistic genius that brings this scene to life by mixing together a variety of complex psychological profiles, pagan mythology within a Christian setting, and narration together with drama. But how did the idea of a theatrical situation for the entrance to Dis come to Dante? In the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus, the descensus Christi ad inferos was treated in an intrinsically dramaturgical fashion, its brief dialogical exchanges and lines delivered with theatrical timing. The episode of Christ’s descent to hell was the subject of many plays in medieval Italy. Among them stands out a Franciscan laud more or less contemporary with Dante: the Easter Saturday devotion of the Disciplinati di Perugia, which coincides exactly with the liturgical chronology of Inferno IX. This devotion contains all the characteristic elements of the episode: the dark infernal prison (termed “cieco carcere” by Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti in Inferno X, 58 – 59), Satan’s arrogant refusal to open the gates of hell, and the choral personification of hell itself. In the Perugian laud a group of devils advises Satan to not defy Christ, but after Satan’s decision to stand up to the Saviour a battle takes place before the entrance to hell, in which, of course, Christ triumphs. As Iannucci notes, Dante’s familiarity with this scene, if not directly from a Florentine lauda similar to the Perugian example, could have come from Vincent of Beauvais’s Speculum maius (Book VII, Ch. 40 – 63) or Jacobus de Voragine’s Legenda aurea (Ch. 54).209 These accounts of Christ’s descent to hell were based on the widespread popularity of the Evangelium Nicodemi, likely known to Dante – it left its mark in a number of Italian laude, cantari, sermons and sacre rappresentazioni – and the many frescoes in churches and illuminations in manuscripts which all represented possible sources for Dante’s knowledge of Christ’s descent to hell.210
 
            What Dante’s writing adds to the performance of a sacred play, however, is a sublime tone with which the messenger intervenes, fulfils his mission and disdainfully returns to other business (“altra cura” Inferno IX, 102).211 Even if the sublime register is alien to the comic genres of medieval theatre, Dante’s writing is dramaturgical from the very beginning of this episode, with its strongly dialogical exchanges between Dante and Virgil. The latter’s failed strategy to tame the enemy throws him into a desperation which Dante the poet realistically expresses through a short and intense monologue of Virgil:
 
             
                 “Pur a noi converrà vincer la punga”,
 
              cominciò el, “se non … Tal ne s’offerse.
 
              Oh quanto tarda a me ch’altri qui giunga!”
 
            
 
             
              (“Yet we must win this fight”, he began, / “or else … Such help was promised us. / How long it seems to me till someone comes!”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno IX, 7 – 9)


                

              
 
            
 
            The hesitation after “se non […]” is brief but highly dramatic: what if the forces of evil were to prevail? But almost immediately the thought of Beatrice promising the good outcome of the journey dispels the darkness. Where the suspension dots appear, we can visualize the face of a distressed Virgil shaking negative thoughts from his head. The dramatic action, so often staged in churches and piazzas, assumes, in Dante’s treatment, a profound psychological connotation and shows, through its dialogue, the frustration of the guide and the terror of the pilgrim, the hesitation and humanity of the individuals who are no longer the simple stock characters in an edifying play, but complex, well-rounded personalities. All this preludes the crucial allegorical sense of the canto, explicitly suggested at a point of particular intensity:
 
             
                 O voi ch’avete li ‘ntelletti sani,
 
              mirate la dottrina che s’asconde
 
              sotto ‘l velame de li versi strani.
 
            
 
             
              (O you who have sound intellects,
 
              consider the teaching that is hidden
 
              behind the veil of these strange verses.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno IX, 61 – 63)


                

              
 
            
 
            The invitation for readers to consider the meaning hidden in these strange verses is perhaps the most debated tercet of the entire canto: some critics claim that it refers to the section that comes before, others to the part that follows. For example, Jacopo della Lana and Boccaccio (Esposizioni IX, ii, 51) view Medusa as the allegory of heresy, which makes man’s mind as hard as stone; Manfredi Porena believes the lines refer instead to the subsequent section of the canto, which are “strange” because they suggest that Medusa might hinder a journey approved by God. Umberto Bosco links these lines to yet another address to the reader, one that also occurs in a markedly theatrical episode, with ritual and prayers in the Valley of the Rulers, and with the intervention of not one but two angels to drive out a serpent.212 The episode is prefaced by an address about allegory veiling truth, which closely parallels that of Inferno IX:
 
             
                 Aguzza qui, lettor, ben li occhi al vero,
 
              ché il velo è ora ben tanto sottile,
 
              certo che ‘l trapassar dentro è leggero
 
            
 
             
              (Here, reader, set your gaze upon the truth,
 
              for now the veil is drawn so thin
 
              that piercing it is surely easy.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio VIII, 19 – 21)


                

              
 
            
 
            This address sounds similar to that in Inferno IX, not only because of the wording and the metaphor employed (veil-doctrine versus veil-truth), but also because Purgatorio VIII, just like Inferno IX, stages a heavenly intervention to defeat a key symbol of evil: the two angels with blunt, fiery swords drive out the serpent, as will be analysed in the next chapter.
 
            Both scenes bear a heavy resemblance to sacred representations due to their dramatic action, their analogous scenes, and their value as exemplars, but also because Dante chooses to use some typically theatrical devices, including the address to the readers (or viewers, in liturgical dramas). After all, as Giovanni Bosco notes, “dramatic lauds always contain the announcement of the play’s subject, a ‘ritual practice,’ according to D’Ancona, which was intended to gain the audience’s attention. Such announcements often began with ‘O voi’, as does Dante’s as well”.213
 
            Once established that our reading should be allegorical, we must then determine the exact meaning of the allegory’s various elements. At odds with early commentators, Bosco denies that the Furies and Medusa might symbolise the evils of the sixth circle only (the region containing the heretics); he views them more simply as the custodians of the whole city of Dis. The true significance of these mythological figures would therefore be deliberately mysterious and in line with the medieval spirit of theological allegory. Conversely, John Freccero214 takes a holistic stance and links the address to the reader with the broader episode, identifying in Medusa a hidden connection to the Pauline dialectic between blindness and sight: II Corinthians 3:12 – 16 speaks of a velamen placed over Moses’ eyes to help him see beyond the surface of things, because literal reading kills the spirit («non littera, sed Spiritu: littera enim occidit, Spiritus autem vivificat» II Corinthians 3:6). Freccero thus relates the address to the reader in Inferno IX to the words that Beatrice speaks to the pilgrim on the summit of purgatory, when she reproaches him for his «pensier vani» (v. 68):
 
             
              […] io veggio te ne lo ’ntelletto
 
              fatto di pietra e impietrato, tinto
 
              sì che t’abbaglia il lume del mio detto
 
            
 
             
              (But since I see your mind has turned to stone / and, petrified, has gone so dark / that the light of what I say confounds you)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XXXIII, 73 – 75)


                

              
 
            
 
            The allegory of intellectual sin as petrification thus seems to hold up, but Freccero also proposes that “l’assalto di Teseo” (v. 54), which the Furies failed to avenge, is of an erotic type, because the Greek hero tried to abduct Persephone from Hades and marry her. Medusa would therefore be a symbol of the danger of the senses that have the power to petrify the subject (a possible link to the rime petrose), a warning with an erotic subtext against a danger that is real for both the pilgrim in the poem and the poem’s reader.215
 
            The arrival of the celestial messenger is announced by strong winds that cause the devils to withdraw like terrified frogs before an “inimica biscia” (“enemy snake”; Inferno IX, 76 – 77), which establishes another direct link to Purgatorio VIII. Several commentators have at this point invoked a passage by Ovid (Metamorphoses VI, 370 – 381) that tells of the Lycians, a people whom Latona turned into frogs for denying the thirsty goddess access to the river. This parallel seems, however, to lack a textual ground, and the simile remains enigmatic because the angel here is compared to a snake, which is typically a satanic symbol; in reality, it presents a reverse of the above-mentioned scene of Purgatorio VIII, where two angels chase away the biscia in the Valley of the Rulers. The comparison between infernal denizens and frogs will return in Inferno XXI, in the form of the barrators – those who abuse their political power – who are hiding in a lake of boiling pitch. If the metaphor of the frogs can be explained as an attempt to evoke the image of frightened and leery creatures, the likening of the angel to a snake remains a conundrum.
 
            This heavenly ambassador, whose majestic authority unhesitatingly quashes the futile “oltracotanza” of the enemies, responds in kind to the words of the Erinys, who boasted hell’s victory over Theseus and Pirithous, the latter having been devoured by Cerberus. The heavenly messenger counters that episode with the victory of Hercules, who had descended into Hades by will of Fate, chained up the three-headed monster and dragged off its trembling body (the term “trementem” in Aeneid VI, 395 – 396 likely generated Dante’s “non avea membro che tenesse fermo” Inferno VI, 24):
 
             
                 Che giova ne le fata dar di cozzo?
 
              Cerbero vostro, se ben vi ricorda,
 
              ne porta ancor pelato il mento e ‘l gozzo.
 
            
 
             
              (What profits it to fight against the fates? / Remember your own Cerberus still bears / the wounds of that around his chin and neck.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno IX, 97 – 99)


                

              
 
            
 
            The angel leaves as contemptuously as he had come, without addressing the wayfarers who may now enter Dis “sanza alcuna guerra”. The resolution of the devils’ opposition by means of an angelic envoy from heaven is reminiscent of certain devices of medieval dramaturgy in which a deus ex machina device is used to oust the devil. While my intention here is not to hypothesise a direct connection between Dante’s Inferno IX and any one specific text or rite, I will point to some examples of similar devices used in certain rites, with the mere purpose of showing that the mechanical intervention of an angel or God himself on stage was rather common at the time.
 
            A goldmine for the source research of liturgical drama, the Ordinarium ecclesiae parmensis was compiled in 1417, based on a collection of rites and customs from an earlier time.216 For the feast of the Annunciation it describes the use of a rope mechanism able to haul a boy, or perhaps a puppet, representing the apparition of Gabriel to the Virgin. It is a veritable deus ex machina, come to solve an otherwise irresolvable situation, an emblematically theatrical way to end a play. A common trait is that the angel, after completing his task, leaves at once and speedily, just like Dante’s angel (“non fé motto a noi ma fé sembiante / d’omo cui altra cura stringa e morda” [“without a word for us, and he seemed pressed, / spurred on by greater cares”]; Inferno IX, 101 – 102). D’Ancona mentions a similar departure of the angel in the Ufficio del sepolcro of Rouen (“Hoc facto, Angelus citissime discedat” [“After doing this, he will leave at once”]).217
 
            As a final consideration regarding this episode, gestures are of paramount importance in all ritual contexts. Virgil covering Dante’s eyes, only to uncover them after having turned him around, is a first, significant indication of this crucial aspect. And at the arrival of the angel Virgil once again signals to Dante that he should keep quiet and bow (“quei fé segno / ch'i' stessi queto ed inchinassi ad esso”; Inferno IX, 86 – 87). The hieratic, meticulously described movements of the angel, who disdainfully waves away the foul hellish air before his face (“Dal volto rimovea quell’ aere grasso, menando la sinistra innanzi spesso”; Inferno IX, 82 – 83) and opens hell’s gates with a flick of his wand, represent a symbolic gesture with a specific prop (“Venne a la porta e con una verghetta / l’aperse, che non v’ebbe alcun ritegno”; Inferno IX, 89 – 90). His actions are also notable for the ease of their execution, in contrast to the devils’ stubborn refusal to open the gates. All of these gestures confer on the text an aspect of rituality and symbolic bodily language that, while not necessarily dramaturgical, are most certainly performative in nature.
 
           
          
            5 Inferno X: Echoes of an Easter Play in Farinata’s Address
 
            A twelfth-century passion play from Abruzzo – one of the earliest passion plays in Latin Christendom218 – offers an interesting perspective for an intertextual analysis of Dante’s encounter with Farinata degli Uberti in Inferno X. The so-called Passione di Montecassino, or Passio Cassinensis,219 was discovered in 1936 and identified as being the larger missing portion of an already known text from Sulmona called Officium quarti militis.220 The Passio Cassinensis includes an episode which Umberto Bosco has linked to Farinata degli Uberti’s words as he recognises Dante from his use of Florentine vernacular. When a maiden of Caiaphas recognises Peter in the crowd from the way he speaks, she tells him: “Licet tibi sit molestum / Te loquela manifestum / Facit adque cognitum”.221 These phrases can hardly fail to recall the words with which Farinata addresses Dante when he recognises a fellow Florentine in his midst: “La tua loquela ti fa manifesto / di quella nobil patria natio / a la qual forse fui troppo molesto”  (“Your way of speaking makes it clear / that you are native to that noble city / to which I was perhaps too cruel”; Inferno X, 25 – 27). Before Silvio Pellegrini made mention of this southern Italian passion play, commentators traced the Dantean tercet to a passage from the Gospel of Matthew (Matthew 26:73)222: “Et post pusillum accesserunt qui stabant et dixerunt Petro: ‘Vere et tu ex illis es: nam et loquela tua manifestum te facit!’”, to which the Passio is obviously indebted and which is at the heart of the intertextual chain that led to Dante’s verses. However, the text of the play has an additional, important element in common with Dante’s text: the adjective molestum, which is missing from the Gospel. Claudio Giunta correctly urges caution in cases like this, in which “un determinato tratto (una parola, una formula, un motivo) non appartiene ad un solo testo-modello ma a molti testi congeneri, dunque alla retorica del genere cui il nuovo testo attinge”,223 and he tends to classify these relations as interdiscursive rather than glaringly intertextual. Giunta, however, also concedes that the presence of the adjective molestum grants a higher degree of proximity between Dante’s text and the Passio. Dante’s use of molesto is, in addition, a rather conspicuous word choice, since – as noted in the Enciclopedia Dantesca – that particular word had never before been used in Italian poetry: not by the Sicilian School, not by Bonagiunta, Guittone or Guinizzelli, and not by Cavalcanti.224 Dante, conversely, uses molesto in Inferno XIII, 108 (Pier della Vigna explaining that suicides will have their bodies hanged “ciascuna ‘l prun de l'ombra sua molesta” [“upon the thorn-bush of its painful shade”]), in Inferno XXVIII, 130 (Bertran de Born describes his “pena molesta” [“grievous punishment”]), and in Paradiso XVII, 130 – 131 (Cacciaguida predicting that Dante’s voice will be “molesta nel primo gusto” [“bitter at first taste”] but will then leave vital nourishment). And of course, the lost epistle which Leonardo Bruni attributed to Dante famously states “Popule meus, quid feci tibi? aut quid molestus fui tibi?” which is a direct quotation of Micah 6:3 and echoes Farinata’s words. We can see in Dante’s quotation of those words the contrast between Peter who, when pressed by the hostile bystanders, denies his affiliation with Jesus, and Dante who proudly declares his connections to his family, political faction, and city.225
 
            The importance of recognising a passion play, in addition to the Gospel, as a likely source of Dante's verse is not merely geographical and biographical; this connection can help illuminate how Dante reused phrases and quotes from popular sources as the building blocks of his sacred poem.
 
             If one wishes to embrace the idea that the direct source of Inferno X, 25 – 27 is the Passione di Montecassino rather than just the Gospel of Matthew, the question arises as to where and how the poet might have come in contact with the text. Indeed, several possible questions might come to mind: did Dante watch the play? Did he see the Passio Cassinensis, or another performance that was indebted to it? One possible such text is the Lamentatio beate virgini de filio, a planctus Mariae transmitted in a manuscript from the second half of the thirteenth century (L’Aquila, Archivio diocesano, Archivio capitolare ms. 1) which the manuscript tradition traces to as a possession of Pietro da Morrone, later Pope Celestine V, who in those years was a hermit on mount Morrone, near Sulmona. Francesco Zimei brings our attention to the connecting role of the Lamentatio as the ideal link testifying to the exchanges between Benedictines and Franciscans from Abruzzo to Umbria, which led to the diffusion of Franciscan laude in Umbria and Marches.226 In fact, Celestine V had documented relations with a group of Spiritual Franciscans – among whom was Iacopone da Todi – who had travelled to L’Aquila in 1294 in order to receive the pope’s protection.227 The Passion of Montecassino was influential in all of Central Italy, and it is the oldest passion play whose text we still possess. The connection between this liturgical drama and Farinata’s words in Inferno X speaks to Dante’s extraordinary ability to draw from popular sources and work them into high poetry. I am convinced that, had he not drawn from popular sources such as mystery plays, folklore or songs, the poetry of the Commedia would not be so universally appealing and successful. The ultimate relevance of the Commedia’s “spectral” world is a consequence of Dante’s capacity “to create moving, breathing figures, well-rounded characters with credible mental mechanisms – and to conceptualize, first and foremost, his own mind, that of the otherworldly voyager”.228
 
           
          
            6 Ciampolo’s Ludo: Carnival in Hell
 
            Just like a street performer, improvising on the opportunity of a sudden gain, the barrator Ciampolo of Navarre plays a majestic trick on his hellish guardians. Dante employs yet another address to the reader here, when the barrator is about to dash out of the pitch in a futile attempt to escape from the devils: “O tu che leggi, udirai nuovo ludo!” (“Now, reader, you shall hear strange sport”; Inferno XXII, 118). Leo Spitzer notes that this was a common “technique of the performers in medieval ‘oral literature’, of the jongleurs who, wishing to be heard, attempt to attract audiences by stressing the ‘novelty’ of their entertainment”,229 and he brings our attention to the specific verbs Dante uses in these situations: leggi/udirai. If it is no surprise that Matelda invites the pilgrim to watch and listen (“Frate mio, guarda e ascolta”; Purgatorio XXIX, 5) as he is about to witness the procession and its songs. But why does Dante write “leggi” and “udirai”? What is there to hear? Does the verb udire only refer to a possible oral fruition of the text? Does it indicate the inherently performative nature of the episode? Is it supposed to evoke the readers’ experience as spectators of ludi and plays in the streets of their cities? The effect of these direct addresses to the reader is special and goes beyond the stylistic, as Spitzer noted230: the fact that “o voi” appears right at the beginning of a well-known staged episode would have alerted the medieval reader that a special register, that of theatricality, was now in use. We might as well term Inferno IX, 61 (“o voi ch’avete li ’ntelletti sani”) an address to the viewer: in all of these cases, Dante acts as stage master and treats the readers as viewers of his comedy.
 
            Cantos XXI and XXII of Inferno are counted among the most intrinsically theatrical, and indeed farcical, of the entire poem. Despite the great number of critical essays written on these cantos, specific treatment of their theatrical elements has mostly remained marginal and metaphorical, such as in the beautiful reading by Lino Pertile which highlights the heroicomical dimension of the circle of the barrators: “In questa bolgia Dante personaggio teme per la sua incolumità, e la paura lo costringe a cercare i margini della scena, da dove osserva, quasi come da dietro le quinte, quel che avviene sul palcoscenico (“In this pouch Dante the character fears for his safety, and fear forces him to move to the edge of the stage, from where he observes, almost as if from behind the scenes, what is happening on stage”).231 In this section I will show how Dante’s treatment of the barrators employs a consciously theatrical style that has its roots in the popular culture of medieval carnival and belief in the demonic. This episode, set in the fifth pouch of the eighth circle, has direct connections to the folklore of certain carnival feasts and to the ludi that took place in medieval towns.
 
            One inherently theatrical aspect of Inferno XXII is the devils’ raid. Calcabrina and Alichino, two of the demonic squad assigned to escort Dante and Virgil, break all rules and boundaries, losing control of a damned soul (Ciampolo of Navarre), then chasing it and starting a fight between themselves, only to plunge into the boiling pitch in which the sinners are tortured. At this point Barbariccia, who commands the squad, sends other devils to surround the pool of pitch and stop other souls from following Ciampolo’s lead. To find safety, the wayfarers must escape to the next bolgia, where the devils assigned to the barrators area are not allowed to step foot. Even as he cautioned against hastily considering the Commedia “nothing but a mise-en-scène of the afterlife”,232 Nino Borsellino recognises a dramaturgical nature in the word choice and narrative spirit of Inferno XXII, and calls the action of the devils a “performance”233:
 
             
              Se diamo al latinismo ludo, come è legittimo fare, un'estensione del significato in senso spettacolare, dobbiamo aggiungere una constatazione perfino ovvia, che cioè, rispetto alla coreografia angelica, il «nuovo ludo» infernale è azione mimata e parlata, dramma; in altri termini, è un evento che prende rilievo nel suo stesso mettersi in scena.
 
            
 
             
              (If we extend the meaning of the Latinism ludo to include the spectacular, we must include an obvious observation: compared to angelic choreography, the “strange hellish sport” (ludo) is mimed and spoken action, drama; in other words, it is an event that takes prominence in its very staging.)234
 
            
 
            Michelangelo Picone points out that the vocabulary employed to describe the demons in Inferno XXI includes technical terms (“ribaldo”, “servo”, “famiglia”) that can be traced to the sphere of minstrelsy, and the episode of the devils fighting constitutes the lowliest and most streetwise re-enactment (“realizzazione più bassa e piazzaiola”) of the gab, the challenge between jongleurs.235 Karl Vossler, Leo Spitzer and Guido Favati all suggested parallels between this long section in the bolgia of the barrators and the spirit of medieval jeux.236 The foray of the devils may be likened to a discursum per plateam, a theatrical device used in some mystery plays such as Le mystère d’Adam or the Ordo representacionis Ade.237 This twelfth-century Anglo-Norman play, with stage directions in Latin but dialogues in French, re-enacts Adam’s and Eve’s eating of the forbidden fruit. After the devil’s first temptation and Adam’s refusal to eat, the host of devils retreats and more actors playing devils wander out of the stage, invading the space where the audience was standing:
 
             
              Tunc recedat Diabolus, et ibit ad alios demones, et faciet discursum per plateam, et, facta aliquantula mora, hylaris et gaudens redibit ad temptandum Adam, et dicet ei […]
 
            
 
             
              (Then the Devil should move away and go to the other demons, and go all around the play-space. And after waiting a little while, he will return, laughing and cheerful, to the temptation of Adam, saying […])238
 
            
 
            These plays took place outside of church buildings, and a debate exists about what precisely the term platea meant in stage directions like these. Richard Hosley, writing about the British drama of the late Middle Ages, calls platea the acting stage, surrounded by scaffolds for the audience,239 but Weimann and Diller consider it an “audience-oriented” place.240 However, in many cases, the viewers simply stood around the space in front of the church, where the acting took place without sedes or scaffolds. A little after the above passage in the Adam, the devils are said to run a discursum per populum,241 suggesting that whatever the nature of the area assigned to the audience, the discursum was a foray of the actors into the audience space.
 
            While D’Ancona, in his monumental study on the origins of Italian theatre, cautiously circumscribed the on-stage presence of devils in Italy with respect to analogous plays in France,242 Anna Cornagliotti observes that the great Pisan philologist wrote with the French rather than the Italian repertory in mind, and likewise in Italy “the presence of the devil is very strong, and with a notably dialectical tendency in the collections of lauds up to Jacopone”.243 Cornagliotti quotes a large number of lauds, from the Laudario dei Battuti di Modena to the Laudario di Pisa, Laudario di Cortona, and the Laudario di Jacopone.244 The latter in particular contains many dramatic lauds featuring a dialogue and even action, such as Laud 63, in which a late repentant, the devil, an angel, and God stage a legal trial against the late repentant, who is inescapably sentenced to eternal damnation:
 
             
              E ‘l Nimico fa addunare
 
              milli de soi con forcuni
 
              e mill’altri ne fa stare,
 
              che pongano co’ dracuni.
 
              Ciascheuno ‘l briga d ‘apicciare
 
              e cantar le lor canzuni;
 
              dicon: «Questo en cor te puni
 
              che tt'òp ‘è cun nui morare».
 
            
 
             
              Con grandissema catena
 
              stretta mente l’ò legato;
 
              a l'onferno con gran pena
 
              dura mente l’ò menato.
 
              Poi cridàr qui' co roncina:
 
              «‘Scite fore! Al condennato!».
 
              Tutto ‘l popul s’è addunato,
 
              ennel foco el fo iettare.
 
            
 
             
              (And the Enemy brings together
 
              A thousand of his own with pitchforks
 
              And a thousand others he makes stand,
 
              Mounted on dragons
 
              Each one of them sets fire
 
              And sings their songs;
 
              They say: “accept in your heart
 
              That you have to stay with us”.
 
            
 
             
              With a great chain
 
              Tightly did I bind him
 
              To hell with great sorrow
 
              Hardly did I bring him.
 
              Then they shouted with their hooks:
 
              “Come out, damned soul!”
 
              All the people gathered together,
 
              And into the fire I cast him.)245
 
            
 
            Several elements of these octaves – the host of demons, the hooks, the threatening order for the sinners to “come out” – might recall Inferno XXII, in which Graffiacane and Libicocco poke the barrators with their forks while Draghignazzo flails Ciampolo of Navarre, as Barbariccia shouts at him. The antonomastic epithet Nimico (enemy) is also particularly frequent in dramaturgical texts to indicate the devil, and it occurs in Dante’s poem with “Pluto, il gran nemico” (Inferno VI, 112 – 115).246
 
            After Luigi Pirandello’s suggestion that the grotesque might simply be used to cover up the poet’s own personal and sorrowful involvement – Dante was falsely acused and sentenced for the crime of barratry247 –, Leo Spitzer’s seminal essay on the farcical elements (an idea that Spitzer borrowed from Karl Vossler) in Inferno XXI–XXII highlights the “respite granted the reader” in these cantos, a suggestion which Spitzer developed from C. H. Grandgent, who argued for a narrative alternance of sombre and lighter styles in the Inferno.248 While I am rather doubtful that this farce actually grants the pilgrim or the reader any respite at all – the entertainment and laughter it brings being rather bitter and vicious – Spitzer’s observation of the scene’s likeness to mystery plays is quite inspiring, and later critics have further developed this carnivalesque reading (in the Bachtinian sense of diablerie).249 The Austrian scholar attempted to etymologise some of the devils’ names in the wake of studies by Charles H. Grandgent and Ernesto Giacomo Parodi, maintaining that Dante “fece una cosa sola del nome e del personaggio” (“conflated into a single thing the name and the character”).250 When it comes to these symbolic eponyms, the devils’ names have been the object of much debate. At least one of the devils has a name with deep connections to the theatre. Critics have written profusely about the figure of Alichino as the ancestor to Arlecchino, one of the most famous masks of the Commedia dell’arte.251 The origins of this devilish figure can be traced far back into medieval popular culture, as Ernesto Giacomo Parodi first remarked in his attempt to rebalance the overly imaginative explanations of early commentators: “Alichino dicitur ab aliciendo” (Florentine Anonymous, allicio in Latin means “to attract”); “Alichino, nomen est primi daemonis, qui allicit alios ad baratandum” (Benvenuto da Imola); “Alicchino, che si può interpretare, alium vel alas inclinans; cioè inchinante altrui, o vero inchinante l'alie, cioè la volontà: imperò che come l'alie portano l'uccello, così la volontà porta l'uomo” (Buti). But despite these creative explanations by the early commentators, who displayed scarce familiarity with transalpine popular beliefs, the predecessor of Alichino has been amply proven to be a devilish figure named Hellequin, popular in Anglo-Norman folklore, especially in the areas of Normandy and Picardy.252 The myth then spread to other parts of Europe, including Italy, and influenced other beliefs concerning the hellish hunt. Michelangelo Picone, speaking in passing of the hunts in Inferno XIII and Inferno XXII, notes that Alichino chases Ciampolo as the latter escapes, and Calcabrina follows on his heels, eventually confronting Alichino for letting the barrator escape. The theme of the infernal hunt was quite widespread in exemplary literature, including in Tuscany, where it featured centrally in Jacopo Passavanti’s “Il carbonaio di Niversa” and in Boccaccio’s tale of Nastagio degli Onesti (Decameron VI, 9). Still, one wonders if the legend of the mésnie Hellequin could indeed be connected with Dante’s Alichino, since the devil’s name appears to be an Italianised version of the Hellequin/Harlekin, which has a long tradition in northern European folktales and is usually represented as a devil who delivers the souls of the damned to hell (a function that in Dante’s Inferno is specifically performed by another, nameless devil in Inferno XXI, 29 – 43). The Franco-Germanic etymology of Harlequin's name is probably Hölle König, or “hell king”,253 and the belief in a ghostly army was widespread in France, Germany, and Ireland, as made clear from mentions in numerous northern European texts, including the Roman of Fauvel, Adam de la Halle’s Jeu de la Feuillière, William of Auvergne’s De Universo, Ordericus Vitalis’ Historia ecclesiastica, and Walter Map’s De nugiis curialis.254 Alichino’s historical background has its roots in popular folklore, eventually leading to the carnivalesque tradition of Arlecchino in the Commedia dell’arte. Arlecchino was a rather impish figure, later immortalised in Carlo Goldoni’s Arlecchino servitore di due padroni (1753), but during the fourteenth century the name “Alichino” or “Hellequin” would instead have evoked a demon from hell’s army, like Dante’s Alichino and like the devils frescoed by Andrea di Bonaiuto in the Florentine church of Santa Maria Novella (Cappellone degli Spagnoli, 1365 – 1367).

            
              [image: ] 
                Fig. 5: Andrea di Bonaiuto, detail from Cappellone degli Spagnoli, Santa Maria Novella, Florence, 1365 – 1367.
 
             
            In his lectura of Inferno XXI, Aurelio Roncaglia brings to our attention the “indicazioni agogiche”255 or musical and staging directions present in the canto. These textual markers paint a scene of restlessness: “con tanta fretta” (“greater haste”; l. 45), “di subito” (“quickly”; l. 69), “ratto” (“hastened”; l. 91), “tutto presto” (“at once”; l. 104). Even in the matter of stage actions, we find much agitated movement, including the sinners bobbing in the pitch and the devils flinging their hooks: “Quel s’attuffò, e tornò sù convolto; / ma i demon che del ponte avean coperchio, / gridar […]” (“The sinner sank, then rose again, his face all pitch / The demons, under cover of the bridge, cried out […]”; ll.46 – 48); “Poi l’addentar con più di cento raffi” (“Then, with a hundred hooks and more”; l. 52); or the sudden, violent rush of the devils to surround and block Virgil: “Con quel furore e con quella tempesta / ch’escono i cani a dosso al poverello” (“With all the rage and uproar / of dogs that rush upon a beggar”; ll. 67 – 68). The entire episode is a grotesquely successful mixture of the dramatic and the comical, its tone recalling the carnivalesque performances of street artists, especially apparent in Malacoda’s final signal to muster his troops. And even this scandalous concluding line does not arise from “a sudden whim of goliardic humour, but has its own relevance and significance as a rhetorical ‘topos’ provided by a specific literary tradition and officially codified among the ‘ridicula’ connotators of plebeian comedy”.256 As can be seen, a number of rhetorical elements, from the food comparisons to the final flatulence of Malacoda, belong to the tradition of the hellish representation, which features the devils of course, but more specifically the hunt and a character named Hellequin, who survives in the chase of Alichino. The poet’s address to the reader, preparing him for the “novo ludo”, entails a consciously theatrical reference, which explains and establishes the action of the scene, the quick dialogues as well as the narrative style with its many short indications similar to stage directions. While there is no proof that Dante was directly familiar with any one of the texts mentioned above, it seems clear that he had some familiarity with the popular traditions representing hell; and after all, the streets of Florence as well as many other Italian cities were well trodden during annual processions and carnival feasts.257 Popular imagery about the afterlife and city rituals were quite interconnected and produced a process of carnivalization of the official conceptions of the otherworld.258 In adopting a carnivalesque mode in the writing of this episode, Dante reworks elements of popular culture and dramatic performance into a narrative that salvages the tragic while deploying the comic. Graf noted that in this mode of representation, the devils resemble those seen in a morality or mystery play, rife with comedy and intended to provoke laughter.259 However, they can only do so in a reader who is aware of the positive denouement of the protagonist’s voyage. This infernal hunt may end in a grotesquely comic scene, with the mockery of a ghostly army and a flatulence replacing the proper war trumpet (Inferno XXI, 139); nevertheless, from the pilgrim’s perspective internal to the narrative, the scene is terrifying, as he does not possess definitive knowledge of the journey’s happy ending. Quite similar is pilgrim Dante’s encounter with Satan, who for the reader appears more pathetically repulsive than frightening. It is a critique that T. S. Eliot first stated (“Dante made the best of a bad job”)260 and to which John Freccero responded261: the perspective of the pilgrim differs greatly from that of the narrator and the reader.
 
            We are invited to adopt a twofold mode of reading in the Commedia, especially when demons, monsters, even Satan are represented in a grotesque key. The grotesque, in the sense that Bakhtin attributed to it, insists on deformity, on disproportion that generates simultaneous contrasting effects of laughter and horror. But the diegetic distance between the pilgrim and the narrator in Dante's Inferno – the same distance between the character Dante and the reader – is such that the paradox of the grotesque splits in two, on the one hand plunging the character Dante into an atmosphere of grim terror (he does not know, despite Virgil’s reassurances, that his salvation is near) and on the other hand allowing the reader, who already knows of the otherworldly journey’s success, to enjoy the comic aspects of the narrative. In doing so, the poet enriches his text with farcical, dramatic, and folkloric elements to bring the medieval reader with immediacy into the context of what appears to be a carnival mood, with actors, sketches, and masks. Indeed, the deformities of the twelve devils, each bearing a name describing specific characteristics, as well as the deformities of the ugly but ultimately powerless Satan, are in line with Bakhtin’s view of medieval hell, in which:
 
             
              the underworld symbolizes the defeated and condemned evil of the past […] this is why as early as the Vision of Tungdal Lucifer is represented as a gay monster, the symbol of obsolete power and of fear that has been defeated. This theme with its incessant changes and varied nuances could create the gloomy images of Dante's Inferno and Rabelais’ gay netherworld. Finally, the very logic of the lower stratum, of the inside-out and turnabout, irresistibly drew these images into the sphere of grotesque interpretation.262
 
            
 
            If Dante’s Satan is a defeated monster, the evil represented in the Inferno is not that of the past but of the present, not only by virtue of the contemporary historical figures who populate it, but also because the drama of the pilgrim who travels through the Christian underworld and faces demons is a game that, while belonging to the memory of a collective victory, is still being played. Dante uses what Bakhtin calls a “birth-giving death”: folk culture’s power to “organize the inferno according to its own fashion, opposing sterile eternity by pregnant and birth-giving death; preserving the past by giving birth to a new, better future”.263 Dante, however, is not merely a purveyor of folk traditions, and rather than simply creating a carnivalesque, laughable version of hell, he measures out a modicum of the grotesque in his narration, choosing instead to evoke memories from the reader’s experience as a spectator of carnival plays. The masks, the Küchenhumor, or kitchen humour,264 the vulgarity, and the action all contribute to the general effect of realism and the poetic power of the text.
 
             Even in the last canto of the Inferno which culminates with the apparition of Satan, Virgil’s incipital warning – a reappropriation of Venantius Fortunatus’ “Vexilla regis prodeunt” – rings out like an intrat, a stage direction in a theatrical play used to introduce the character of Lucifer. Virgil’s words add the term inferni to Venantius’ original lyrics, thus subverting the entire sense of the song with carnivalesque, “inside-out” flair. The monstrosity of Satan, stuck in a frozen swamp at the centre of the universe, creates a path out of the kingdom of hell and closes the door on this world of farce and parody. With the powerful scenography of Satan towering in the distance behind the wayfarers, we witness the king of hell’s exit from the scene, confirming the impression that “l’Inferno sia un inesauribile laboratorio scenografico” (“Hell is an inexhaustible theatrical laboratory”).265 His exit ushers in a change of register in the Purgatorio, where the theatrical element, in line with the environment of this new canticle, takes on a more serious, elegiac tone.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          Chapter three. Liturgical Drama in the Purgatorio
 
        
 
         
           
            
              
                    	 
                      De toto corpore fecerat linguam.
 
                       
 
                      (He had made a tongue of his entire body.)266
 

              

            
 
          
 
          The beginning of the Purgatorio is extraordinary in its novelty and descriptive force: Dante presents it to us almost as if it were the second act of a drama, with a distinct change of stage setting, tone and and Stimmung. Just before Cato’s momentous intrat in Purgatorio I, 31 (“vidi presso di me un veglio solo” [I saw beside me an old man, alone]), the reader is drawn by the majestic beauty of dawn to the island of hope and atonement:
 
           
               Dolce color d’orïental zaffiro,
 
            che s’accoglieva nel sereno aspetto
 
            del mezzo, puro infino al primo giro,
 
              a li occhi miei ricominciò diletto,
 
            tosto ch’io usci’ fuor de l’aura morta
 
            che m’avea contristati li occhi e ‘l petto.
 
               Lo bel pianeto che d’amar conforta
 
            faceva tutto rider l’orïente,
 
            velando i Pesci ch’erano in sua scorta.
 
               I’ mi volsi a man destra, e puosi mente
 
            a l’altro polo, e vidi quattro stelle
 
            non viste mai fuor ch’a la prima gente.
 
          
 
           
            (Sweet color of oriental sapphire, / hovering in the calm and peaceful aspect / of intervening air, pure to the horizon, / pleased my eyes once more / as soon as I had left the morbid air / that had afflicted both my chest and eyes. / The fair planet that emboldens love, / smiling, lit up the east, / veiling the Fishes in her train. / I turned to the right and, fixing my attention / on the other pole, I saw four stars / not seen but by those first on earth)
 
          
 
           
            
              
                    	
                      (Purgatorio I, 13 – 24)


              

            
 
          
 
          Mario Manlio Rossi has observed that stage settings pervade the Commedia,267 where dramaturgical aspects (his essay was titled “Il lato drammatico della Commedia”) shine forth in the characters’ many short, descriptive comments (“didascalie” or “stage directions”)268 which help the reader to visualise the scene. One example of this process, culled from Rossi’s rich list, is the sudden apparition on scene of Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti beside Farinata in the circle of the heretics:
 
           
               Allor surse a la vista scoperchiata
 
            un'ombra, lungo questa, infino al mento:
 
            credo che s'era in ginocchie levata.
 
          
 
           
            (Then, beside him, in the open tomb, up came a shade, / visible to the chin: I think / he had raised himself upon his knees.)
 
          
 
           
            
              
                    	
                      (Inferno X, 52 – 54)


              

            
 
          
 
          The tercet is not only quite symbolic, but also full of action and visual details that contain a mixture of dramaturgical elements, pairing the tragic figure of Farinata degli Uberti with the more modest one of Cavalcante. The remainder of the dialogue continues in this vein: the conceited dignity of the Ghibelline leader, upright amidst the flames in his tomb, clashes with the pitiable whimper of Guido Cavalcanti’s father, crouched in a kneeling position and fretting over the fate of his son:
 
           
               Dintorno mi guardò, come talento
 
            avesse di veder s’altri era meco;
 
            e poi che ‘l sospecciar fu tutto spento,
 
               piangendo disse: «Se per questo cieco
 
            carcere vai per altezza d’ingegno,
 
            mio figlio ov’ è? e perché non è teco?»
 
          
 
           
            (He looked around me as though he wished to see / if someone else were with me, / and when his hesitant hopes were crushed, / weeping, he said: “If you pass through this dark / prison by virtue of your lofty genius, / where is my son and why is he not with you?”)
 
          
 
           
            
              
                    	
                      (Inferno X, 55 – 60)


              

            
 
          
 
          The tone lies somewhere between comic and tragic, as Cavalcante’s posture and stature seem ridiculous beside the proud figure of Farinata (incidentally, the two were in-laws, since Guido married Bice degli Uberti, the daughter of the Ghibelline leader); at the same time, his angst is palpable and moving. This ambiguity causes difficulties for critics attempting to situate the episode, or any portion of the Commedia, within classically understood categories of genre, as Dante’s work escapes and challenges these set literary genres. Much ink has been spilled over the genre theory which Dante had in mind, and the framework referenced most often is the medieval tripartition of mimetic genre, narrative genre, and mixed genre.269 The theory of the three characteres dicendi, or “forms of delivery”, first formulated by the grammarian Diomedes (fourth century), achieved particular influence in the Middle Ages through its recasting by Bede and Isidore of Seville:
 
           
            Apud poetas autem tres characteres esse dicendi: unum, in quo tantum poeta loquitur, ut est in libris Vergilii Georgicorum; alium dramaticum, in quo nusquam poeta loquitur, ut est in comoediis et tragoediis; tertium mixtum, ut est in Aeneide. Nam poeta illic et introductae personae loquuntur.
 
          
 
           
            (Moreover, among the poets there are three modes of speaking: one, in which the poet alone speaks, as in Vergil’s books of the Georgics; the second mode is dramatic, in which the poet never speaks, as in comedies and tragedies; the third is mixed, as in the Aeneid, for there both the poet and the characters who are represented speak.)270
 
          
 
          In this system, the Commedia could be considered as belonging to the third or mixed genre, much like Virgil’s Aeneid. At the very least, we can assert that Dante did not consider his poem as purely narrative.271 The references to drama and liturgy appearing in the Commedia link the atemporal ambience of eternal existence to the earthly dimension of man. Unlike in heaven, time in purgatory is an essential dimension that needs to be measured, as the penitents must spend a certain amount of time on its terraces, and the very existence of the realm of purgation is limited by time, as it will disappear at the end of time. Drama, liturgy, and music also unfold in time and take place in a specific location, thus representing a link between the temporal world and the eternal dimension of the afterlife most apparent in the Paradiso. The Purgatorio, with its markedly temporal dimension, is therefore a space between eternity and measured time. It is the most intensely human of the three canticles, and as such is articulated over appropriately selected liturgical episodes:
 
           
            Nella liturgia è implicita però necessariamente anche una riflessione sul modo di essere dell'umanità nel tempo, nella storia […] Liturgia significa sempre accedere alla dimensione dell'eterno, rimanendo nel tempo. Non solo gli offici divini ordinano il tempo, lo organizzano, lo suddividono, ma lo riempiono di significato.
 
          
 
           
            (Implicit in the liturgy is a reflection on humankind’s way of existing in time, in history […] Liturgy always means accessing the dimension of the eternal while remaining in time. Not only do divine offices order time, organize it, subdivide it; they also fill it with meaning.)272
 
          
 
          Time and liturgy were so closely connected in the medieval mind that the latter could be thought of as a way of measuring the former, and together they found expression in the ritual gestures and sung performances of the church. John C. Barnes observes that the Purgatorio has distinctly liturgical hues, and that a “temporal colour”273 imbues the entire Commedia (though I would apply this description more specifically to the second canticle) and binds it to its time and place, when Dante recalls the marking of time through liturgical elements. An example occurs with the tolling of a church bell, presumably for the compline service, at the beginning of one of the most liturgically dramatic sections of the poem in the Valley of the Rulers (Purgatorio VIII, 1 – 6, analysed below). In general, the psalms and hymns quoted in the second canticle are usually performed during the appropriate time within the Divine Office, marking the pilgrim’s progress in the realm of purgation as a profoundly liturgical one.
 
          Barnes, writing in the wake of Francesco D’Ovidio who likened the Purgatorio to a “colossale monastero salmeggiante” (“colossal psalm-chanting monastery”),274 suggests that Dante “modelled his Purgatory much more obviously on an earthly church than he did in the case of either Heaven or Hell”,275 and the second canticle certainly contains the greatest number of prayers and liturgical references, including episodes of liturgical drama. From the ritual cleansing of the face in Purgatorio I, 128 – 129, to the singing of psalms, every such moment acquires a penitential and liturgical valence. The Valley of the Rulers and the Garden of Eden contain some of the most complex dramaturgical sections in the poem, with their references to sacred representations, sacred processions, and song. Scholars have explored and discussed the edifying and exemplary functions of these scenes with specific reference to their dramaturgical implications.276 Zaccarello has highlighted how the hortus conclusus of the valley (Purgatorio VIII, 65 – 66) has the contours of a courtly space,277 and Natascia Tonelli points to Guittone of Arezzo’s sonnet “Giudice de Gallura, en vostro onore” – dedicated to Nino Visconti, judge of Gallura – as an important literary precedent, a plazer, an enumeration of the pleasurable things that introduce a character or a situation.278 Barolini, however, identifies “the vernacular force behind Purgatorio VI through VIII”279 in Guittone’s canzone “Magni baroni certo e regi quasi”, revealing Dante’s extensive use of the canzone as a textual backdrop for these political cantos of the Purgatorio.
 
          The idyllic representation of the valley of the rulers halts abruptly when the drama of the snake takes place. From the idealization of the literary and courtly tradition the scene shifts to a dramatic exemplification necessary to reinforce the moral content of this political canto. Marcello Aurigemma underscored the dramaticism of Purgatorio VIII’s sacred representation and its parallels with the similar descent of the angel in Inferno IX before the gates of Dis.280 Body movements and gestures thus acquire an important role in this context, having their roots in pictorial representations and the codified language of ritual motion. As Heather Webb observes, Dante’s text is “part of an ‘ecosystem’ of texts that are as often visual as they are verbal”.281 The notion that body language was a codified means to express meaning can be found in Cicero and Augustine, as well as the medieval theorists. Here, for example, Stephen of Bourbon quotes Dionysius282:
 
           
            Ad hec suggerenda et ingerenda et imprimenda in humanis cordibus maxime valent exempla […]. Sermo enim corporeus facilius transit de sensu ad ymaginativam et de ymaginacione ad memoriam.
 
          
 
           
            (Examples are very effective in prompting, imposing, and imprinting these things in human hearts […] for corporeal speech travels more easily from the senses to the imagination and from the imagination to the memory.)283
 
          
 
          The reader of a poetic text undergoes the same suggestive process, reacting to bodily engagement as it portrayed in words, with body language often acting as a codified grammar whose meaning needs to be unpacked. For example, when Bonconte da Montefeltro crossed his arms over his chest as his last dying act (Purgatorio X, 126 – 127), his gesture can be understood to follow a specific code284 according to treatises such as De modo orandi corporaliter sancti Dominici, written in Bologna between 1260 and 1288, or the De penitentia et partibus eius of Peter Chanter (ca. 1130 – 1197). In another example of codified gestural language, the pilgrim kneels before the angel of the gates of purgatory and beats his chest three times (Purgatorio IX, 109 – 111) as a mea culpa. These gates, leading into the realm of purification through penance, symbolise the portal of a huge church whose entrance is itself tinged with penance (the screeching sound of its hinges pollutes the sweetness of the Te Deum).285 The angel performs a ritual by marking the pilgrim’s forehead with seven ‘Ps’ (for peccatum), likely harking back to a ritual in Ezekiel 9:6.286 Similarly, in Purgatorio II another angel ferries a vessel full of newly arrived souls to the shores of the mountain and releases them with the sign of the cross (Purgatorio II, 49 – 50).
 
          Many cantos of the Purgatorio have a distinctly dramatic structure, and it is possible to read those episodes as the transposition of a liturgical drama into verse. Basing its reading on documents and testimonies of sacred representations, dramatic lauds, and religious processions, this chapter analyses the intrinsically theatrical nature of these cantos.
 
          
            1 Dialogue and Conflictus in the Episodes of the Montefeltro
 
            Dialogised exchanges, including brief conversations between characters and the poetic use of colloquialisms and realistic language, abound most particularly in the first two canticles and enrich the Commedia’s poetic registers with performativity, orality, and theatricality. The conflictus, a medieval genre of dialogised poetry characterised by dramaturgical and moralising aspects, was often read out loud or performed by jesters in squares and fairs and had its origins in classical theatre or dialogic texts such as Virgil’s Bucolics.287 In Dante’s Inferno XXVII and Purgatorio V, the two episodes of Guido and Bonconte da Montefeltro – whose theatricality was noted by many critics288 – resolve a theological dispute in tones similar to a sacred representation, where the contrasto between Saint Francis and a devil (Inferno XXVII, 112 – 123) and an angel and devil (Purgatorio V, 100 – 108) determine the fate of the father’s and son’s souls.289 In the father’s story, Guido da Montefeltro, formerly a military strategist and now a damned Franciscan friar, recalls how he aided and abetted Pope Boniface’s successful plan to defeat the inimical Colonna family who were defensively holed up in their hometown of Praeneste. The irony of a devil well versed in logic winning the quarrel – the friar chose to accept the pope’s false logic in hopes of absolution and must therefore be damned – underscores the effects of philosophical and theological thought on the soul’s salvation or damnation, especially for a man like Guido da Montefeltro who certainly had the intellectual means to discern between what is fair and unfair. Additionally, the Franciscan origins of the dramatic genre providing the implicit subtext to Inferno XXVII, 101 – 123 doubles the ironic weight of Guido’s damnation, since he had indeed repented late in life and had entered the Franciscan order. The poetic force of Dante’s verses lies precisely in the personification of religious morals into a demon on the one hand and Saint Francis on the other, and in the dramatisation of an intellectual dispute over Guido’s dead body,290 an argument which the devil wins because Saint Francis underestimates the devil’s talents in logic (“tu non pensavi ch'io löico fossi!” [“you didn’t reckon I’d be versed in logic!”]; Inferno XXVII, 123), a final punchline that smacks of the carnivalesque and reveals the episode’s connection to vernacular contrasti. The demon’s victory over Saint Francis and the subsequent condemnation of Guido’s soul to the flames of hell echo a frequent conflictus trope which features an angel and a devil battling over the fate of a particular soul.291 Such performances often filled Italian town squares in Dante’s time, with several extant examples including “El contrasto che fa l'Angelo di Dio contro el Dimonio suo nimico”292; “Contrasto fra Belzebù e Setanasso”293; and “Passione di Revello”.294 Plays or performances of this type were also common in Franciscan laude, which were frequently performed in the streets of Florence as early as the 1270s. Dramatic dialogues with a devil and an angel battling for possession of a soul can be found in thirteenth-century laudari from Tuscany, Emilia, and Umbria295: the dialogic form of such performative texts naturally tended towards the theatrical, as the various compagnie delle laude paraded through the city streets and chanted or recited these laude.296 In Florence alone, a long list of compagnie were active in the late thirteenth/early fourteenth centuries: Orsanmichele (established 1291), San Piero Martire in Santa Maria Novella (1288), San Zanobi in Florence Cathedral (1281), Sant’Agnese in the church of S. Maria del Carmine (1280), San Gilio (1278) Santo Spirito (1322) San Lorenzo (1314) San Frediano (ca. 1370), San Marco (1329), San Bastiano in the church of the Santissima Annunziata (1273), and Santa Croce (1282).297
 
            A biblical archetype of this staged dispute can perhaps be found in the Epistle of Jude (9),298 in which the archangel Michael contends with the devil over the body of Moses (“Michael Archangelus cum diabolo disputans altercaretur de Moysi corpore”). Another example from one of the many fourteenth-century sacred representations featuring a contrasto between representatives of heaven and hell is Abele e Caino: when Cain dies, the devil tussles with the angel over the soul of the murderous brother:
 
             
              Angiel di Dio, non mi voler far torto,
 
              Perché costui è nostro giustamente
 
              E però come mio, meco nel porto
 
            
 
             
              (Angel of God, do not wrong me,
 
              For he is ours justly
 
              And therefore as mine, I'll take him with me)299
 
            
 
            In this rappresentazione, the devil clearly has no difficulty securing Cain’s soul for the flames of hell. However, the analogous formulation of the demon trying to win Bonconte’s soul has a very different outcome in the Purgatorio:
 
             
              «O tu del ciel, perché mi privi?
 
                 Tu te ne porti di costui l’etterno
 
              per una lagrimetta che ‘l mi toglie;
 
              ma io farò de l'altro altro governo!»
 
            
 
             
              (“O you from Heaven, why do you rob me? / You carry off with you this man’s eternal part. / For a little tear he’s taken from me, / but with the remains I’ll deal in my own way”.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio V, 105 – 108)


                

              
 
            
 
            D’Ancona quotes lines from several medieval sacred representations in which delegates of heaven and hell dispute over a soul’s destiny: Lazaro ricco e Lazaro povero, Miracolo di Nostra Donna, Rappresentazione di Teofilo (fifteenth century).300 These liturgical dramas were produced and staged from the thirteenth century onwards, and their frequent performance likely had an effect on Dante’s conceptualization of these provocative episodes in his poem. After Dante’s Commedia gained popularity, we can observe how the flow of influence reversed course, with Dante’s poem inspiring some of the later rappresentazioni. For example, Lazaro ricco e Lazaro povero contains a passage clearly reminiscent of Inferno XXII:
 
             
              Venite qua, Ciriatto e Calcabrina
 
              e Farfarello e Rubicante pazzo,
 
              e Barbariccio fiero malandrino,
 
              e Malerba, Testione e ‘l gran Canazzo,
 
              e Barbicon ch’à viso di meschino,
 
              e altri assai ch’àn di mal far sollazzo,
 
              quei che da Dio furno già maladetti:
 
              nel fuoco ognun quest’anima ora getti
 
            
 
             
              (Come here, Ciriatto and Calcabrina / And Farfarello and Mad Rubicante, / and the proud scoundrel Barbariccio, / And Malerba, Testione, and the great Canazzo, / And Barbicon, who looks like a wretch, / And others many who take pleasure in ill-doing, / Those who were cursed by God / Let this soul be cast into the fire)301
 
            
 
            The story of Bonconte constitutes a kind of second act and a version in bono of the episode involving his father’s damned soul; this time the angel wins the debate and snatches the repentant soul from the devil’s talons. In shame and defeat, the latter unleashes his frustration on Bonconte’s body (“ma io farò de l’altro altro governo” [“but with the remains I’ll deal in my own way”]; Purgatorio V, 109), and with this theatrical explanation of an historical mystery (the body of Bonconte was never found after the battle of Campaldino), Dante proclaims the salvation of his valorous enemy, adding all the force of a sacred representation to the literary account.
 
            The archetypal dispute between representatives of heaven and hell became the subject of a great number of exempla, homilies, and conflicti presenting the devil’s lawsuit, especially in the thirteenth century.302 This thematic twist came to constitute its own sub-genre of dialogical and oral repertory, referred to as the Processo a Satanasso or Processus Sathane and treated in a work by Bartolo da Sassoferrato. One early example is the Piaito ch’ebbi Dio con nimico, contained in MSS Marciano XIII (fols. 43r–49r) and Magliabechiano XXI, 7, 166 (fols. 209r–212v), and probably constituting the translation of an original French or Latin text.303 Also noteworthy is Bonvesin de la Riva’s “De Sathana cum Virgine”,304 a dialogue that stages a dispute between the devil and the Virgin Mary and ends favourably for the sinner due to Mary’s intercession and advocacy, much like the positive outcome for Bonconte, whose last word was the name of Mary:
 
             
                 «Quivi perdei la vista, e la parola
 
              nel nome di Maria fini’, e quivi
 
              caddi […]»
 
            
 
             
              (“There I lost sight and speech. / I ended on the name of Mary and there I fell […]”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio V, 100 – 102).


                

              
 
            
 
            This dramatisation of the quarrel between angel and devil, just like its twin scene in Inferno XXVII, results in a poetically successful treatment, in comical tones, of a complex theological and moral question. Moreover, it offers a reverse image of the theologia ludens: the clash between good and evil in these cantos takes place “sub specie ludi”, using the implicit subtext of popular dramaturgy, because for Dante, “play is the activity that best uncovers God’s deepest being”.305
 
           
          
            2 Liturgical Drama and Laude in the Valley of the Rulers
 
             
                 Era già l’ora che volge il disio
 
              ai navicanti e ‘ntenerisce il core
 
              lo dì c’han detto ai dolci amici addio;
 
                 e che lo novo peregrin d’amore
 
              punge, se ode squilla di lontano
 
              che paia il giorno pianger che si more;
 
            
 
             
              (“It was now the hour that melts a sailor’s heart / and saddens him with longing on the day / he’s said farewell to his belovèd friends, / and when a traveler, starting out, / is pierced with love if far away he hears / a bell that seems to mourn the dying light”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio VIII, 1 – 6)


                

              
 
            
 
            In these moving tercets, the nautical metaphor of sailors bidding farewell to their friends associates the experience of the soul’s voyage with liturgical time, regulated by the tolling bell (squilla), which was the principal time-measuring tool for communities in medieval Europe. The correlation between liturgical time – marked by a bell – and the ritual life of a Christian community reappears, and with a note of greater realism, when Cacciaguida remembers “‘Fiorenza dentro da la cerchia antica, / ond’ ella toglie ancora e terza e nona’” (“‘Florence, within the circle of her ancient walls / from which she still hears tierce and nones, / dwelled then in peace, temperate and chaste’”; Paradiso XV, 97 – 98), depicting an idealised past in which Florence was at peace. In one of his rime petrose, Dante had used a similar reference to “tierce and nones”306 as a dark, thinly veiled threat to his woman.
 
            In the Valley of the Rulers, the action unfolds in an unabashedly dramaturgical fashion, as Michelangelo Zaccarello observes, with two dialogic sequences – the encounters with Nino Visconti and Currado Malaspina, a member of the Malaspina family that in 1306 hosted the poet in Lunigiana – artificially separated by the allegorical and dramaturgical episode of the snake. This canto’s distinctive element seems to be the unique convergence of courtly virtue, on display in the conversation with the pilgrim’s friends, and the devotional pietas which the liturgical drama brings to the fore.307 The mechanism at work here is similar to that described in Aristotle’s Poetics, one in which dramaturgical catharsis purges the emotions of pity and fear that are aroused in the viewer of a tragedy (although this is no tragedy, in theatrical terms), a process that Boccaccio too seemed to exploit in the tale of Nastagio degli Onesti.308
 
            The ritualistic and performative nature of this narrative section, comprising Cantos VI–VIII and featuring the troubadour Sordello as a main character, is announced through the communal singing of “Salve Regina” (Purgatorio VII, 82 – 84), which sets the mood for the action culminating in Canto VIII. Here, immediately after the bell tolls, one of the souls stands up and demands the attention of all others, after which he leads a performance of “Te lucis ante terminum”, the prayer with which believers plead God to (“Procul recedant somnia, / Et noctium phantasmata; / Hostemque nostrum comprime” [“O let no evil dreams be near, / Nor phantoms of the night appear; / Our ghostly enemy restrain”]).309
 
             
                 […] io incominciai a render vano
 
              l’udire e a mirare una de l’alme
 
              surta, che l’ascoltar chiedea con mano.
 
                 Ella giunse e levò ambo le palme,
 
              ficcando li occhi verso l’orïente,
 
              come dicesse a Dio: «D’altro non calme».
 
                 «Te lucis ante» sì devotamente
 
              le uscìo di bocca e con sì dolci note,
 
              che fece me a me uscir di mente;
 
                 e l’altre poi dolcemente e devote
 
              seguitar lei per tutto l’inno intero,
 
              avendo li occhi a le superne rote.
 
            
 
             
              ([…] I began to listen less and fix my gaze, / intent upon a soul who suddenly stood up / and signaled for attention with his hand. / He lifted his clasped palms and fixed his eyes / upon the east as if he said to God: / “For nothing else do I have any care”. / “Te lucis ante” came forth from his lips / with such devotion and with notes so sweet / it drew me out from all thoughts of myself. / The others joined him then and sang / the whole hymn through with sweet devotion, / keeping their eyes upon the heavenly wheels.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio VIII, 7 – 18)


                

              
 
            
 
            The eastward direction (l. 11) was the typical orientation of early Christian churches,310 and the gesture of lifting the hands facing east to begin praying was customary.311 The textual origin of this gesture of prayer could be traced to Acts of the Apostles 13:16312: “Surgens autem Paulus, et manu silentium indicens, ait: Viri Israelitae, et qui timetis Deum, audite” (“Then Paul rising up, and with his hand bespeaking silence, said: Ye men of Israel, and you that fear God, give ear”), and connected with codified gestures meant to express despair in medieval art, such as in Giotto’s “Massacre of the Innocents” in the Scrovegni Chapel, and possibly to the posture of the orans praying for a group, portrayed in churches such as Ravenna’s Sant’Apollinare in Classe, a basilica well-known to Dante. 

            
              [image: ] 
                Fig. 6: Saint Apollinare, mosaic in the Church of Sant’Apollinare in Classe, Ravenna (ca. sixth century).
 
             
            Heather Webb asserts that “the folding or joining of hands was, instead, a new prayer gesture that spread after the twelfth century and would eventually replace all other forms. The new prayer gesture was adopted from the ceremony for the vassal’s submission to his feudal lord; it subsequently spread from a secular to a liturgical context”.313  Here, Dante begins to “listen less” and concentrates on the visual sense because from a musical performance a full-fledged drama is about to unfold. The gestural aspect of this rite consists in the celebrants raising their hands and looking up to the heavens, which Francesco da Buti considered a specific allusion to Psalm 121:1314: “Canticum graduum. Levavi oculos meos in montes, unde veniet auxilium mihi” (“I have lifted up my eyes to the mountains, from whence help shall come to me”). The liturgical performance is interjected by Dante’s friend Nino Visconti’s grievance against his wife, who, after Nino’s death, remarried into the Milanese Visconti family. The conversation between Dante and the Pisan judge functions as an intermezzo between two acts of a play. The friendly tone of the entire canto, beginning with the church bell that melts a sailor’s heart when he thinks of his far-away friends at sunset, returns quite notably in the pilgrim’s conversation with Currado Malaspina, which alternates with the more dramatic setting of the angels and snake episode. The latter, though split into two parts, can be construed as “un grandioso rito liturgico in cui si purificano le controversie terrene e si placa l’ansia dell'esule” (“a grandiose liturgical rite in which earthly disputes are purified and the exile’s anxiety is appeased”),315 and it shows clear intersections with the more personal episodes of reunion with old friends: “Nino’s family drama is resolved in biblical terms, with his wife, Beatrice, associated with the serpent of Genesis, and his daughter, Giovanna, with Mary”.316
 
            At this point, what is perhaps the most glaringly dramaturgical scene in the Commedia takes place. The spectacle offered to the bedazzled pilgrim here comprises a snake being chased by two angels armed with blunt but fiery swords, while the poet assures the reader that this allegory (velo or “veil”, just like the velame of Inferno IX, 63) is easy to unravel:
 
             
                 Aguzza qui, lettor, ben li occhi al vero,
 
              ché ‘l velo è ora ben tanto sottile,
 
              certo che ‘l trapassar dentro è leggero.
 
                 Io vidi quello essercito gentile
 
              tacito poscia riguardare in sùe,
 
              quasi aspettando, palido e umìle;
 
                 e vidi uscir de l’alto e scender giùe
 
              due angeli con due spade affocate,
 
              tronche e private de le punte sue.
 
                 Verdi come fogliette pur mo nate
 
              erano in veste, che da verdi penne
 
              percosse traean dietro e ventilate.
 
                 L’un poco sovra noi a star si venne,
 
              e l’altro scese in l’opposita sponda,
 
              sì che la gente in mezzo si contenne.
 
                 Ben discernëa in lor la testa bionda;
 
              ma ne la faccia l’occhio si smarria,
 
              come virtù ch’a troppo si confonda.
 
                 «Ambo vegnon del grembo di Maria»,
 
              disse Sordello, «a guardia de la valle,
 
              per lo serpente che verrà vie via».
 
            
 
             
              […]
 
            
 
             
                 Da quella parte onde non ha riparo
 
              la picciola vallea, era una biscia,
 
              forse qual diede ad Eva il cibo amaro.
 
                 Tra l’erba e ‘ fior venìa la mala striscia,
 
              volgendo ad ora ad or la testa, e ‘l dosso
 
              leccando come bestia che si liscia.
 
                 Io non vidi, e però dicer non posso,
 
              come mosser li astor celestïali;
 
              ma vidi bene e l’uno e l’altro mosso.
 
                 Sentendo fender l’aere a le verdi ali,
 
              e li angeli dier volta,
 
              suso a le poste rivolando iguali.
 
            
 
             
              (Here, reader, set your gaze upon the truth, / for now the veil is drawn so thin / that piercing it is surely easy. / I watched that noble gathering / grow silent as they raised their eyes, / humble and pale with expectation. / And I saw issue from above and then descend / two angels holding flaming swords, / their pointed blade-tips broken off. / Green as newly opened leaves, their garments, / stirred and fanned by their green wings, / swirled and billowed out behind them. / One came and took his stand there just above us / and one alighted on the other bank, / so that the company was set between them. / I could discern the angels’ flaxen hair, / but looking at their faces dazzled me, / my power of sight undone by so much brightness /[…] / In that place where the little valley / has no rampart, a snake appeared, / perhaps the one that gave to Eve the bitter fruit. / Through grass and flowers slid the evil streak, / turning its head from time to time to lick its back / like a beast that sleeks itself. / I did not see and therefore cannot tell / how the celestial falcons started up, / but I could plainly see them both in motion. / Hearing the green wings cleave the air, / the serpent fled. The angels wheeled around / and flew back up together to their posts.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio VIII, 19 – 39 and 97 – 108)


                

              
 
            
 
            It is a ritual, a quasi-liturgical scene that “underscores the ecclesiastical nature of Dante’s Purgatory and also constitutes a narratological challenge for the poet”.317 Indeed, we may ask along with Barolini, how is a poet to narrate ritual action that repeats over and over in the same format? The circular repetitiveness of time in purgatory parallels the eschatological and cathartic function of its liturgy, while stressing the exceptional status of the living poet who passes through here only once, tangentially, in contrast to the long – though not eternal – iterations of the penitent souls. The action and physical movements become the singular focal point: what is most striking in this representation of the enemy being driven out, when we compare it to other Dantean passages that mimic a liturgical drama, is the non-verbal nature of the action. All the drama is enacted and expressed through kinetic symbols: no word is spoken, and yet the meaning appears quite clear. The allegorical scene, however, seems to present no interpretive difficulty at all318: the sacred representation of the two angels chasing the snake imitates and dramatises the perils mentioned in the hymn “Te lucis” chanted by the souls (Purgatorio VIII, 13 – 18), which includes a prayer to God that he “hostemque nostrum comprime” (“restrain our enemy”), clearly referring to the impending threat of the snake, which Sordello calls an “avversaro” (adversary l. 95). Fiorenzo Forti proposes a connection between the liturgical scene in Purgatorio VIII and an oration intended to be performed, according to the Breviarium romanum, immediately after the hymn “The lucis ante terminum”319: “Visita, quaesumus Domine, habitationem istam, et omnes insidias inimici ab ea longe repelle: Angeli tui sancti habitent in ea, qui nos in pace custodiant; et benedicto tua sit super nos semper” (“Visit, we beseech thee, O Lord! this habitation, and drive from it all the snares of the enemy: let thy holy angels dwell in it, to preserve us in peace: and may thy blessing be upon us for ever”).320 Prescribed for the compline of the Saturday, this prayer fits quite closely the action that will unfold in the valley of the princes, with angels descending to chase away the enemy. The two celestial paladins, as green as young leaves, seem to respond to the prayer of the celebrant, followed by the rest of the souls.
 
            As to the flaming swords, commentators have often quoted the “glaudium flammeum et versatilem” of the cherub who casts Adam out of Eden (Genesis 3:24). The flaming sword is a prop noted in certain laude drammatiche found in an Umbrian manuscript from the 1260s, where a dramatic lauda dating to the late thirteenth century or earlier features an “Angelus occidens Ante[christu]m cum spada ignis”.321 In Florence, many companies of laudesi were active at the end of the thirteenth century (for example, the confraternity of Santa Maria delle Laude e della Santissima Annunziata dates to 1277),322 after Ranieri Fasani had inaugurated this form of devotion in Perugia in the early 1260s, so it is likely that Dante had witnessed the performance of laude in the streets and piazzas of his city, or embedded within liturgical drama, as was the case with the Advent Sunday play mentioned above.
 
            The sacred representation in Purgatorio VIII, in its most general form, symbolises the Antichrist’s punishment at the hand of Christ’s angels, which is also the subject matter of the dramatic lauda in the Vallicelliana manuscript. Interestingly, the presence of angels with fiery swords in Purgatorio VIII resonates with the dramatic lauda, where the angel (whom we learn is Gabriel)323 also wields a flaming blade. More controversial is the presence of two armed angels in Dante’s drama in the Valley of the Rulers. If we were to look for further points of contact with the Umbrian play, the rubric title reads “In dominica de Adventu incipiunt duo Reges qui veniunt cum Ante[christ]o”. This reference may derive from the words which the apostles speak to Jesus in Luke 22:38 – and which Dante quotes in Monarchia III, ix, 1 – : “Domine, ecce duo gladii hic” (“Lord, behold here are two swords”). Dante’s passage from the Monarchia is a critical response to “those people who assert that the authority of the empire is dependent on the authority of the church” (“asserentes auctoritatem Imperii ab auctoritate Ecclesie dependere”; Monarchia III, iv, 1), with a special reference to Boniface VIII, who in his 1302 bull, Unam sanctam,324 had invoked precisely that passage from Luke to demonstrate that the temporal and spiritual powers are equally the right of Peter’s successor. If this were indeed the relevant connection for the episode in Purgatorio VIII, it would mean that the scene should be read as essentially political, which would align well with the political context of the Valley of the Rulers.
 
            Dante’s verbal comment on the scene itself proposes an additional difficulty. As Forti remarks: why would readers need to squint their eyes if the allegorical meaning of the sacred representation is seemingly straightforward (“Aguzza qui, lettor, ben li occhi al vero”)?325 Forti  seeks an answer in the fact that the sacred representation taking place here, and nowhere else in purgatory, is especially necessary for the negligent princes, who during their lives fell prey to concupiscence and neglected the word of God.326 Perhaps the veil is drawn so thinly (l. 20) because Dante is about to reveal the allegorical meaning of the scene, just a few lines later, by introducing a scene from a sacred representation that would be quite familiar to medieval audiences, and that reference itself helps to elucidate the connection. Themes of exile and political rectitude underlie the entire canto, and exile was for Dante both a personal and a political experience. These figures with flaming swords evoke the biblical angel sent to guard Earthly Paradise after Adam and Eve are expelled, and they act as quintessential symbols of humanity’s original exile (as Adam himself calls it in Paradiso XXVI, 116). These angels, therefore, might have an antithetical function to that of their model: the first angel drove humanity out of Eden, never to return; these angelic figures drive out the serpent so that humankind would remain safe in the flowery valley (Chiavacci Leonardi, intro to Purgatorio VIII). Pietrobono and Forti propose that the two angels here symbolise papacy and empire in their ideal roles as political and spiritual authorities, intended to inspire politicians and rulers in particular. Political leaders were responsible for the spread of corruption, hatred, and wars in Italy, as Dante decried shortly before (Purgatorio VI, 76 ff), and it is therefore to their benefit that a moral play – seemingly generic in content, but political in nature – is staged before nightfall.
 
            Thus, personal memories (in the conversation with Nino Visconti) and geopolitical concerns intertwine in this canto, just as they intertwine in life, making for a curious narrative pattern that alternates individual conversation with collective drama. After Nino has begun telling his story to Dante, Sordello interrupts their exchange in order to signal the action about to begin:
 
             
                 Com’ ei parlava, e Sordello a sé il trasse
 
              dicendo: «Vedi là ‘l nostro avversaro»;
 
              e drizzò il dito perché ‘n là guardasse.
 
                 Da quella parte onde non ha riparo
 
              la picciola vallea, era una biscia,
 
              forse qual diede ad Eva il cibo amaro.
 
            
 
             
              (As he spoke, Sordello drew him closer, / saying: “Behold our adversary”, / and pointed with his finger where to look. / In that place where the little valley / has no rampart, a snake appeared, / perhaps the one that gave to Eve the bitter fruit.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio VIII, 94 – 99)


                

              
 
            
 
            The use of the word avversaro could echo a passage from the first epistle of Peter (“adversarius vester diabolus” Peter 1, 5:8), however, it is also a word that recurs in mystery plays. In spirit, the dramaturgical sections of Purgatorio VIII are loaded with the same ritual allegory which Honorius of Autun identified in the Mass itself, being a deliberate “imitation” of the fight in which good triumphs over “our enemy” (hostis noster). This language – including the plural possessive adjective – resonates with Sordello’s words, which are meant to unite all human beings in their fight against a common enemy:
 
             
              Missa quoque imitatur cujusdam pugnae conflictum, et victoriae triumphum,
 
              qua hostis noster Amalech prosternitur, et via nobis ad patriam per Jesum panditur, Jesus
 
              quippe imperator noster cum diabolo pugnavit, et coelestem rempublicam ab hostibus
 
              destructam hominibus reparavit.
 
            
 
             
              (The Mass also imitates the conflict of the same fight, and the triumph of victory, by which our enemy Amalech is laid low, and a way is opened up for us to the Father through Jesus. Indeed, Jesus, our commander, fought with the devil and restored to man the heavenly republic, destroyed by the enemy.)327
 
            
 
            It is noteworthy that Honorius speaks of the Israelites’ enemy Amalek, founder of the homonymous nation and of the Amalekite people, because Dante mentions this name twice in Epistle VII, 19 to symbolise those who oppose Henry VII in northern Italy. In the same letter, which abounds with biblical and classical metaphors and references, the enemies of the empire – and therefore of political justice – are generically grouped into and represented as “the ancient and implacable enemy, who ever secretly plots against the prosperity of mankind”.328 In Epistle VII Dante strongly invites the emperor to move against Tuscany and Florence to restore hope, a lemma that recurs multiple times (parr. 5, 8, 17), and that stands against the corruption and desperation brought by the enemies of justice. In the allegorical architecture of Purgatorio VIII, despair is countered with musical performance, which in turn will secure the help of two angels to ward off a dangerous snake, thus protecting the community from the phantoms of the night and defeating the enemy. With this liturgical office of compline (dies completa), the pilgrim concludes his first day in purgatory and will soon be forced to move on with a farewell to his friends Casella, Belacqua, and Nino Visconti, also leaving behind the negligent rulers to their path of moral learning. The sacred drama in Purgatorio VIII thus functions as an edifying admonishment for the rulers of Europe to stand against humanity’s evils, here symbolised by the snake, but in fact alluding to the resistance of the northern Italian Guelphs against their legitimate emperor in 1311.
 
            
              3 On the Road to Emmaus
 
              As they were walking on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13 – 35), Cleophas and another unnamed disciple (whom some identify as Luke himself, the author of the Gospel), encountered a pilgrim they did not recognise. Only after a day together, as the pilgrim was parting with them, did they realise that it was Jesus. Dante uses this story to frame one of his own encounters: approximately two-thirds of the way up Mount Purgatory, as the guide and pilgrim ascend, Dante explicitly describes their meeting with the Roman poet Statius – whom he believed had converted to Christianity – with a reference to the two wayfarers to Emmaus meeting Christ:
 
               
                   Ed ecco, sì come ne scrive Luca
 
                che Cristo apparve a’ due ch’erano in via,
 
                già surto fuor de la sepulcral buca,
 
                   ci apparve un'ombra, e dietro a noi venìa,
 
                dal piè guardando la turba che giace;
 
                né ci addemmo di lei, sì parlò pria,
 
                   dicendo: «O frati miei, Dio vi dea pace».
 
              
 
               
                (And lo, as Luke sets down for us that Christ, / just risen from the cave that was his sepulcher, / revealed himself to two He walked with on the road, / there appeared a shade who had come up behind us / while we, intent upon the crowd prone at our feet, / were not aware of him until he spoke / and said: “O my brothers, may God grant you peace”).
 
              
 
               
                
                  
                        	
                          (Purgatorio. XXI, 7 – 13)


                  

                
 
              
 
              Statius, who has just completed his moral purgation and is ready to ascend to heaven, appears in this passage as a typology of Christ,329 and is initially unrecognised as a new celestial denizen by the wayfarers. The intrinsic dramaturgical nature of Luke’s tale describing Cleophas’ encounter with Jesus on the road to Emmaus, replete with dialogical and exemplary values, made this episode the frequent subject of sacred plays from the twelfth century onward. Many liturgical dramas on the subject of Cleophas and his friend (traditionally identified with Luke) encountering the mysterious pilgrim were staged in such important places as Rouen, Benediktbeuern, St. Benoît sur Loire at Fleury, Saintes, and Beauvais.330 Manuscript evidence also shows that the drama was performed in Palermo,331 in addition to a lauda titled “Lauda del Pellegrino Jesu Christo” which was dialogised in Florence332. The texts of the play could vary considerably, and the title also oscillates from Office des voyageurs,333 to Officium peregrinorum,334 Ludus peregrinus, or De peregrino in die lune Pasche.335
 
              Julia Bolton Holloway has suggested that the source of the episode in Purgatorio XXI where Statius appears to Virgil and Dante might be traced not only to the Gospel of Luke, but also to the text of a liturgical drama like those described above.336 Holloway argues that the salutation Statius offers (“Dio vi dea pace”; Purgatorio XXI, 13), is absent from the original episode in the Gospel of Luke, but it appears widely in medieval dramatisations of the Emmaus encounter as “Pacem meam do vobis”. However, Statius’ greeting is a rather standard one, and it has a textual precedent in Christ’s salutation to his apostles (“Pax vobis: ego sum, nolite timere” (“Peace be to you; it is I, fear not”; Luke 24:36) immediately following the Emmaus episode; thus, it would be difficult to argue on that ground a direct textual connection between Purgatorio XXI and a dramatised version of the account. Nevertheless, the gospel version of the encounter on the road to Emmaus is a highly dialogical one, and Dante’s reference to it in l. 7 paves the way for one of his most vividly dramaturgical conversations, one in which gestures, face expressions, and bodily motion play a paramount role. Purgatorio XXI amplifies Luke’s account of the road to Emmaus by staging a mini drama of Christ’s appearance, with Virgil instructing Dante to remain silent as Statius, who has not recognised the Latin poet, speaks of him as his light and saviour.
 
              The liturgical setting of the Officium peregrinorum takes place at Easter Monday Vespers, like the biblical episode itself, and the timing also matches Dante’s encounter with Statius in the Purgatorio. Attempting to draw a perfect set of correspondences and identifications between the characters would be an otiose task, since the Emmaus setting merely constitutes the occasion for a creative treatment of the pilgrim’s encounter with a stranger on the road. However, some analogies and oppositions are worth highlighting: Statius, like Cleophas, does not recognise the man who is his saviour; and if Jesus in the gospel only reveals himself once their paths part ways, Virgil invites Dante to reveal his identity to Statius (Purgatorio XXI, 118 – 126) at the very beginning of their walk together, even though he had initially signalled to the Florentine poet to keep silent (Purgatorio XXI, 103 – 105).
 
              The exchange is quite long and even humorous, with Virgil halting Statius’ instinctive gesture to kneel and embrace the Latin poet’s feet:
 
               
                   Già s’inchinava ad abbracciar li piedi
 
                al mio dottor, ma el li disse: «Frate,
 
                non far, ché tu se’ ombra e ombra vedi.»
 
              
 
               
                (Already he was stooping to embrace my teacher’s feet, / but Virgil said: “Brother, do not do so, / for you are a shade and you behold a shade”.)
 
              
 
               
                
                  
                        	
                          (Purgatorio XXI, 130 – 132)


                  

                
 
              
 
              As the attentive reader will recall, Statius’ gesture is an impossibility, as the dead are shadowy entities that cannot engage in physical embrace, as noted in a scene that took place in Purgatorio II, 76 – 78 between Dante and Casella, and even prior to Dante’s portrayals when, in Aeneid VI, Aeneas attempts to embrace his father Anchises only to clutch at thin air. In Purgatorio XXI, Virgil, the original inventor of this incorporeal embrace, halts the repetition of this futile gesture after it becomes clear that Statius has guessed that something is amiss. Virgil wishes to be modest when he hears Statius declare his profound admiration for the Aeneid, and so he silently instructs Dante to keep quiet about his identity. The scene is rapidly and masterfully executed with a speechless sign for Dante to remain silent:
 
               
                   Volser Virgilio a me queste parole
 
                con viso che, tacendo, disse «Taci»;
 
                ma non può tutto la virtù che vuole;
 
                   ché riso e pianto son tanto seguaci
 
                a la passion di che ciascun si spicca,che men seguon voler ne’ più veraci.
 
                Io pur sorrisi come l’uom ch’ammicca;
 
                   per che l’ombra si tacque, e riguardommi
 
                ne li occhi ove ‘l sembiante più si ficca;
 
                e «Se tanto labore in bene assommi»,
 
                   disse, «perché la tua faccia testeso
 
                un lampeggiar di riso dimostromi?»
 
              
 
               
                (These words made Virgil turn to me / with a look that, silent, said: “Keep silent”. / But the power that wills cannot do all it wills, / for laughter and tears so closely follow feelings / from which they spring, they least can be controlled / in those who are most truthful. / I only smiled, like one who gives a hint, / at which the shade was silent, probing my eyes, / where the soul’s expression is most clearly fixed. / “So your great labor may end in good”, / he said, “why did your face just now / give off the sudden glimmer of a smile?”)
 
              
 
               
                
                  
                        	
                          (Purgatorio XXI, 103 – 114)


                  

                
 
              
 
              These silent gestures, signals, and smiles, and the moment of agnition, in addition to the Christological role of Statius, constitute highly theatrical aspect of the episode, which Dante himself had introduced with a comparison to the encounter on the road to Emmaus. This figurative device, in which biblical situations are projected onto episodes within the narration and the roles of evangelical characters are cast onto the actors of the Commedia, recurs frequently and in an ever-changing fashion. It is a typological expedient that lends itself flexibly to use in an array of ways and narrative moments. This will become clearer in the cantos of the earthly paradise, where the typological role of Christ will be assigned to Beatrice, while the three wayfarers – Dante, Virgil, and Statius – take the part of the three women who visit the empty tomb of Jesus.
 
             
           
          
            4 Purgatorio XXX: A Visitatio Sepulchri?
 
            The final cantos of the Purgatorio are rife with allegorical and ritual gestures, dramatic and musical performance saturating the poetry of these lines. Traces of liturgical or para-liturgical events recur at several junctions in the canticle, especially in situations evoking sacred dramaturgy and processions. Once again, it is Dante’s experience as a viewer of sacred plays that allows him to write these passages in such a way that his readers – and medieval readers would have shared the same experience as viewers – can envision a play taking place before their eyes. One of the most powerful moments in the spiritual itinerary of the Commedia is the return of Beatrice in the enchanted forest of the Garden of Eden, which is preceded by a long pageant symbolising the Church Triumphant. A host of angels in the guise of old men in white robes parades before the pilgrim’s eyes; amidst them the Chariot of the Church is drawn by a griffon whose twofold nature allegorises Christ. The Seven Virtues and Matelda solemnly join in:
 
             
                 […] la gente verace,
 
              venuta prima tra ‘l grifone ed esso,
 
              al carro volse sé come a sua pace;
 
                 e un di loro, quasi da ciel messo,
 
              «Veni, sponsa, de Libano» cantando
 
              gridò tre volte, e tutti li altri appresso.
 
                 Quali i beati al novissimo bando
 
              surgeran presti ognun di sua caverna,
 
              la revestita voce alleluiando,
 
                 cotali in su la divina basterna
 
              si levar cento, ad vocem tanti senis,
 
              ministri e messaggier di vita etterna.
 
                 Tutti dicean: «Benedictus qui venis!»
 
              e fior gittando e di sopra e dintorno,
 
              «Manibus, oh, date lilïa plenis!»
 
                 Io vidi già nel cominciar del giorno
 
              la parte orïental tutta rosata,
 
              e l’altro ciel di bel sereno addorno;
 
                 e la faccia del sol nascere ombrata,
 
              sì che per temperanza di vapori
 
              l’occhio la sostenea lunga fïata:
 
                 così dentro una nuvola di fiori
 
              che da le mani angeliche saliva
 
              e ricadeva in giù dentro e di fori,
 
                 sovra candido vel cinta d’uliva
 
              donna m’apparve, sotto verde manto
 
              vestita di color di fiamma viva.
 
            
 
             
              ([…] the chosen people / that first appeared between it and the griffin / turned toward the chariot as to their peace. / One of them, who seemed dispatched from Heaven, / sang out aloud three times: “Veni, sponsa, / de Libano”, and all the others echoed him. / As quickly as from their graves at the last trumpet / the blessèd shall arise, their voices / rejoined to flesh in joyous Hallelujahs, / there, on the sacred chariot, rose up / ad vocem tanti senis, one hundred / ministers and messengers of life eternal. / All were chanting: “Benedictus qui venis” and, / tossing flowers up into the air and all around them, / “Manibus, oh, date lilïa plenis!” / At break of day, I have seen the sky, / its eastern parts all rosy / and the rest serene and clear / even as the sun’s face rose obscured / so that through tempering mist / the eye could bear it longer, / thus, within that cloud of blossoms / rising from angelic hands and fluttering / back down into the chariot and around it, / olive-crowned above a veil of white / appeared to me a lady, beneath a green mantle, / dressed in the color of living flame.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XXX, 7 – 33)


                

              
 
            
 
            This epiphany is one of the most touching and crucial points in the entire corpus of Dante’s work, and it is famously woven with intertextual references to the Song of Songs and the Aeneid, over the tones of an Alleluia (l.15) that resound like the voices of the saved on the Day of Judgement. In this highly symbolic and scriptural context, Beatrice’s role as a figure of Christ has been variously argued and analysed. I suggest that the structural resemblances of this scene, in which Beatrice’s resurrection takes place to the singing of Hosanna (Purgatorio XXIX, 51) – just as the angels had sung in the Vita nuova (XXIII, 7) upon her death – resonates with the episode of the Visitatio sepulchri (Matthew 28:1 – 6; Mark 16:1 – 6; Luke 24:1 – 10; John 20:11 – 13), from which medieval drama was born, and all the more so because as Allegri notes, in most cases the three Maries were played by male actors in medieval drama.337
 
            The analogy immediately jumps forward from the general context: Beatrice died in 1290, and now makes her long-awaited reappearance to Dante in 1300. With the power to redeem him from sin, her Christological value pervades the scene. In addition, there are several specific elements that seem to support a parallel between Beatrice’s return and the dramatic topos of the Quem quaeritis, the dramatised dialogue that represents the earliest form of medieval theatre. One of these elements is the journey of the three poets – Dante, Virgil, and Statius – to the place where they hope to see Beatrice, analogous to the three Marys walking to the tomb of Christ after he has just risen.338 Another rather specific similarity is the presence of angels wearing white robes, as they are represented in some ordinal books, and throwing flowers to celebrate Beatrice’s return (ll. 20 – 21 and 28 – 29). Alessandro D’Ancona comments in detail on a number of liturgical rites from thirteenth-century northern Italy, typically for the feasts of the Nativity and Easter, in which the resurrection of Christ is staged with the three Marys and one or more angels.339 These plays present a number of similarities among themselves while also paralleling situations described in Dante’s return of Beatrice (Purgatorio XXX). While I would not go so far as to insist upon a direct correlation between Dante’s text and any one of these liturgical dramas, I instead propose that Purgatorio XXX is yet another episode whose setting is intrinsically dramaturgical, a fact that likely explains the poem’s commonalities with medieval Byzantine dramas in terms of its props, characters, and narrative devices. These parallels occur in a manner that is not merely interdiscursive, but are what we today – with a modicum of methodological liberty – might term “transmedial”: that is, a point of convergence between different media.340 The rite of Parma describes an Easter play in which flowers are strewn around the actors to celebrate the resurrection of Christ. In addition, the Paduan rite contains a fully-fledged Visitatio sepulchri, as attested by several manuscripts in the Biblioteca Capitolare di Padova.341 Antonio Lovato demonstrated the strongly dramatic character of the Paduan rite, which was accompanied by clear stage directions and a wealth of sacred songs to be performed polyphonically.342 On fol.98r of MS E 57 (the thirteenth-century ordinal book of the Padua cathedral), we find a Visitatio sepulchri for Easter Sunday morning:
 
             
              […] tres scolares, ad modum mulierum indutos, qui significant tres Mariae ad sepulcrum Christi cum unguentis et aromatibus venientes […]. Et duo scolares ad modum angelorum cum alis et liliis in manibus preparati stant superius iuxta sepulcrum Christi. Qui videntes dictas mulieres sepulcrum Christi querentes dicunt ei concinendo «Quem queritis in sepulcro Christicole?»
 
            
 
             
              ([…] three disciples, dressed in the manner of women, who represent the three Marys coming to the tomb of Christ with perfumes and spices […]. And two disciples in the guise of angels with wings and lilies in their hands, prepared above, stand near the tomb of Christ. Seeing the said women at the tomb of Christ, lamenting and singing to him, the angels say: “Who are you looking for in Christ’s tomb?”)343
 
            
 
            The custom of spreading flowers on the sepulchre of Christ for Pentecost or Easter was common in several French churches: D’Ancona notes this act in the rite of the churches of Orbigny, Noyons, Soissons, Rouen, and Senlis.344 The Liber ordinalis of Santa Reparata, MS Riccardiano 3005, contains indications on fol. 49r to sing a trope titled Quem queritis (although no flowers are mentioned there), perhaps with some staging or acting, if pertinentiis can be read as an indication of such: “incipiat cantor trophum Quem queritis et officium Resurrexit cum suis pertinentiis, primum alleluia Post dies, secundum alleluia Angelus” (Let the singer begin the trope Quem queritis and the office Resurrexit with its appurtenances, first alleluia Post dies, second alleluia Angelus).345

            
              [image: ] 
                Fig. 7: Duccio di Buoninsegna, Three Marys at the Tomb, Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, Siena, 1308 – 1311. Opera della Metropolitana Aut. N. 799/2023.
 
             
            The grand scene in Purgatorio XXX with its mounting expectations of Beatrice’s return, her appearance and chastisement of Dante followed by his intense confession, repentance, and forgiveness, could be considered a sort of late epilogue to the Vita nuova, which as a result receives a retrospective increase of significance,346 and it offers a continuation of the poetic and spiritual history of the pilgrim. This narrative continuity is also sustained by the musical and dramatic elements which Dante employs: the singing of Hosanna continues the earlier soundtrack of the Vita nuova exactly where the poet had left off.
 
             
              A me parea che questi angeli cantassero gloriosamente, e le parole del loro canto mi parea udire che fossero queste: Osanna in excelsis  […]
 
            
 
             
              (It seemed to me that these angels were singing in glory, and the words of their song seemed to be: Osanna in excelsis […])
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Vita nuova XXIII, 7)


                

              
 
            
 
            If Purgatorio XXX sheds new meaning on the entire Vita nuova by staging the poetic resurrection (in anticipation of the actual resurrection on Judgement Day) of Beatrice as a figure of the resurrected Christ, Dante’s libello also casts a reflection on the Commedia by requiring the reader to view certain passages of the Commedia as a continuation and fulfilment of the earlier work, in a similar manner to the way in which the Vita nuova collects Dante’s previously written poems and incorporates them into a new narrative.347 The sacred poem picks up and fulfils the promise that had been made at the end of the youthful work: “dicer di lei quello che mai non fue detto d’alcuna” (to “write of her that which has never been written of any other woman”; Vita nuova XLII, 3).
 
            Many passages in the Commedia can be construed as corrections or revisions of positions previously expressed in the Convivio, and the Convivio in turn expresses positions contrary to the Vita nuova.348 Following this evolution from start to finish, it is possible to speak of a veritable conversio within the poet.349 And since, for a man like Dante, this conversion regarded all aspects of his soul and mind and all levels of being and art, including poetics, ethics, and philosophy, he could not fail to represent such a momentous and all-encompassing event in a ritual and dramatic way. Along with the epic tone, which Mario Pazzaglia rightly notes,350 we should also emphasize the inspiration and especially the markedly sacred, ritual, and theatrical setting of the long sequence of Purgatorio XXVII–XXXIII. This narrative section, seven cantos set in the terrestrial paradise, appears as a sort of via crucis for the pilgrim himself, who is then “crucified” by Beatrice's sword. Along the road, the pilgrim must stop at the different “stations”, as in a medieval ordo, moving from one spot to the next where each time a new act takes place. In crossing of the wall of fire (Purgatorio XXVII, 49 – 51) and making the final ascent up the stone stairs (Purgatorio XXVII, 64) that lead to terrestrial paradise, the pilgrim had to pass several tests, including a double baptism in the Lethe and Eunoè rivers. The complex pageant of Purgatorio XXIX casts Dante as witness to a symbolic spectacle re-enacting the historical vicissitudes of the Church. The allegorised visualisation of the history of Christian institutions aides the exemplarity of the text, achieving the moralising purpose that animates the scene. It seems as though Dante were inspired by a passage in Bonaventure’s Lignum vitae: “Imaginatio iuvat intelligentiam” (“visual memory aids understanding”),351 a maxim which has influenced both the visual art and lauds, as Mara Nerbano and Claudio Bernardi have noted.352 Bonaventure realised that the imagination, the cognitive capacity to visualise and retain pictures and symbols, is a necessary tool for understanding and memorising concepts, a principle that Dante masterfully employed in his poetic construction.
 
           
          
            5 A Rhetoric of the Vivid Representation: Dante’s Use of Hypotyposis
 
            Dante’s distinctive technique of versification in a dialogised manner, imitating dramaturgical performance to create a kind of theatrical script, pervades the lines of his entire production: even in the early Rime many scenes are dramatised rather than explained or described, with the discerning use of exclamations, colloquialisms and realism. Perhaps even more so than the intentional references to contemporary liturgy, drama and carnival, this technique of dialogised verse represents the technical realisation of Dante’s “dramatic vocation”353 which critics have so frequently glimpsed, not only in the frenetic action of the Inferno, but also in the measured dialogical scenes of the other canticles and in some of his earlier poetry. And yet, this dramatic vis is more than just the deployment of dialogue into the narrative – which remains an important element generating the impression of theatricality, as De Ventura has argued.354 The stylistic aspects which I will highlight in this section consist in the use of interjections, fragmented syntax, proverbial expressions and popular sayings. They are not always found in actual dialogue, as such linguistic utterances are at times spoken in a character’s monologue, or in a situation in which a hidden audience is present. In all such situations, the reader is dragged into the scene alongside the characters and made an accomplice to the hidden audience (typically the pilgrim and therefore one face of the author himself). The figure of speech contained in each of these situations is hypotyposis (in Greek “sketch”), which Merriam-Webster defines as a “picturesque description”, and which was known to ancient grammarians since Cicero and Quintilian, albeit under a different set of names:
 
             
              Quod fit et multis et variis figuris, cum aut aliud exspectasse nos aut maius aliquid timuisse simulamus aut plus videri posse ignorantibus, quale est prooemium pro Caelio illa vero, ut ait Cicero, sub oculos subiectio tum fieri solet, cum res non gesta indicatur, sed ut sit gesta ostenditur, nec universa, sed per partes; quem locum proximo libro subiecimus evidentiae, et Celsus hoc nomen isti figurae dedit. ab allis ὑποτύπωσις dicitur proposita quaedam forma rerum ita expressa verbis, ut cerni potius videatur quam audiri: ipse inflammatus scelere et furore in forum venit, ardebant oculi, toto ex ore crudelitas eminebat.
 
            
 
             
              (There are a number of different figures by which this effect may be produced. We may, for instance, pretend that we expected something different or feared some greater disaster, or that the judges in their ignorance of the facts may regard some point as of more importance than it really is: an example of this latter device is to be found in the exordium to Cicero’s defence of Caelius. With regard to the figure which Cicero calls ocular demonstration, this comes into play when we do not restrict ourselves to mentioning that something was done, but proceed to show how it was done, and do so not merely on broad general lines, but in full detail. In the last book I classified this figure under the head of vivid illustration, while Celsus actually terms it by this name. Others give the name of hypotyposis to any representation of facts which is made in such vivid language that they appeal to the eye rather than the ear. The following will show what I mean: “He came into the forum on fire with criminal madness: his eyes blazed and cruelty was written in every feature of his countenance”.)355
 
            
 
            Quintilian, who also touches on this subject in the Institutio oratoria IX, ii, 3, comments on the definition of the same stylistic procedure which the author of the Rhetorica ad Herennium (undisputedly attributed to Cicero until the Renaissance, but whose author today is considered uncertain) calls “sub oculos subiectio” and “demonstratio”, the latter being a word whose Latin etymology carries in itself the root of monstrare, “to show”, underscoring the visual nature of the technique: “Demonstratio est cum ita verbis res exprimitur ut geri negotium et res ante oculos esse videatur” (“It is ocular demonstration when an event is so described in words that the business seems to be enacted and the subject to pass vividly before our eyes”).356 The same principle is expounded in Cicero’s De oratore, where he points to the amplificatory effect of dwelling on a scene and placing it under the reader’s eyes: “Nam et commoratio una in re permultum movet et inlustris explanatio rerumque, quasi geruntur, sub aspectum paene subiectio” (“For a great impression is made by dwelling on a single point, and also by clear explanation and almost visual presentation of events”).357 Teachers such as Bene da Firenze taught Quintilian and Cicero at the University of Bologna,358 despite the waning of classical rhetoric in thirteenth-century Italy, and in addition to the classical authors, Isidore also contemplated the practice of hypotyposis, calling it ἐνάργεια: “est rerum gestarum aut quasi gestarum sub oculos inductio” (“Enargeia is the performance of things acted out or as if they were acted out before our eyes, on which we have already spoken”).359 Dante was familiar with Isidore’s Etymologies, and his knowledge of the Rhetorica ad Herennium is suggested by the proximity of certain passages in the De vulgari eloquentia.360 We find occurrences of hypotypotic discourse in many passages of the Vita nuova:
 
             
                 e par che de la sua labbia si mova
 
              un spirito soave pien d’amore,
 
              che va dicendo a l’anima: Sospira
 
            
 
             
              (from her lips it seems there moves / a gracious spirit, so deeply loving / that it glides into the souls of men, whispering: “Sigh!”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Vita nuova XXVI, vii, 12 – 14)


                

              
 
            
 
             
              che ogn’om par che mi dica: «Io t’abbandono»
 
            
 
             
              (every man who sees my deathly face seems to be telling me: “I cast you out!”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Vita nuova XXXI, xvi, 67)


                

              
 
            
 
            and from the Rime:
 
             
              sento contro mia voglia
 
              raccoglier l’aire del sezzaio sospiro
 
              entro 'n quel cor che ’ belli occhi feriro
 
              quando li aperse Amor con le sue mani.
 
            
 
             
              (unwillingly I feel / the air of the last sigh gathering / in my heart – the heart which the fair eyes smote / when Love opened them with his hands).
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (“E’ m’incresce di me sì duramente”, Rime XIX, 5 – 8)361


                

              
 
            
 
            Hypotyposis marks a specifically visual, realistic and theatrical style which in the Commedia characterises many of the pilgrim’s emotional expressions as he enters into a dialogue: for example, when Francesca falls silent, the pilgrim’s words are addressed to himself, not directly to the sinners:
 
             
                 Quand’ io intesi quell’ anime offense,
 
              china’ il viso, e tanto il tenni basso,
 
              fin che ‘l poeta mi disse: «Che pense?»
 
                 Quando rispuosi, cominciai: «Oh lasso,
 
              quanti dolci pensier, quanto disio
 
              menò costoro al doloroso passo!»
 
            
 
             
              (And when I heard two those afflicted souls / I bowed my head and held it low until at last / the poet said: “What are your thoughts?” / In answer I replied: “Oh, / how many sweet thoughts, what great desire, / have brought them to this woeful pass!”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno V, 109 – 114)


                

              
 
            
 
            The effect of that expletive “Oh lasso” and subsequent reflection vividly depict the scene and bring the reader closer to the characters. In certain cases, hypotyposis is employed within already dramatised sections of the text, causing the reader to get involved more closely and visually, or sensorially, with the actio. Such is the narrator’s lingering stupefaction before the celestial messenger at the gates of Dis: “Ahi quanto mi parea pien di disdegno!” (“Ah, how full of high disdain he seemed to me!”; Inferno IX, 88), or Sordello’s dramatic gesture pointing to the snake in the valley of the rulers: “‘Vedi là ‘l nostro avversaro’; / e drizzò il dito perché ‘n là guardasse” (“Sordello drew him closer, / saying: ‘Behold our adversary’; Purgatorio VIII, 95 – 96). The first fills the reader with awe, the second with fear, just as Virgil’s expresses his own discomfort to himself with a disconcerting “‘Chi m’ha negate le dolenti case!’” (“‘Who dares deny me access to the realm of pain?’”; Inferno VIII, 120). The retrospective terror at the sight of a black devil delivering a new damned soul into the bolgia of the barrators is expressed through a formula that combines both a fear and astonishment: “Ahi quant’elli era ne l’aspetto fiero!” (Inferno XXI, 31). Likewise, awe and marvel fill the pilgrim as he gazes at the Triumph of Christ: “‘O Eliòs che sì li addobbi’” (“‘O Helios, who so adorn them!’”; Paradiso XIV, 96). Tibor Wlassics links hypotyposis to Auerbach’s notion of realism and references from the real world, or – to use Dante’s own words – a “visibile parlare” (Purgatorio X, 95), also because Dante often enriches the scene with subtle details: a gesture or some sort of acting, such as in the case of Malacoda’s deceitful ploy after Virgil’s parley:
 
             
                 Allor li fu l’orgoglio sì caduto,
 
              ch’e’ si lasciò cascar l’uncino a’ piedi
 
              e disse a li altri: «Omai non sia feruto»
 
            
 
             
              (Then his pride was so abashed that he let drop / the billhook to his feet, saying to the others: / “Enough, let no one touch him”).
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno XXI, 85 – 87)


                

              
 
            
 
            Not in the least impressed by Virgil’s invocation of divine authority, Malacoda is instead playing a part in this drama. He wishes to catch more than just Virgil, so the devil emphasises his words with a melodramatic gesture – dropping his hook – that is meant to display his apprehension.
 
            Would Brunetto Latini’s exclamation (“Qual maraviglia!”) upon recognising the living wayfarer as his former pupil carry the same dramatic effect if it weren’t preceded by the detailed description of the facial and bodily movements of Brunetto and the group he belongs to?
 
             
                 incontrammo d’anime una schiera
 
              che venian lungo l’argine, e ciascuna
 
              ci riguardava come suol da sera
 
                 guardare uno altro sotto nuova luna;
 
              e sì ver’ noi aguzzavan le ciglia
 
              come ‘l vecchio sartor fa ne la cruna
 
                 Così adocchiato da cotal famiglia,
 
              fui conosciuto da un, che mi prese
 
              per lo lembo e gridò: «Qual maraviglia!»
 
            
 
             
              (“Here we met a troop of souls / coming up along the bank, and each one / gazed at us as men at dusk will sometimes do, / eyeing one another under the new moon. / They peered at us with knitted brows / like an old tailor at his needle’s eye. / Thus scrutinized by such a company, / I was known to one of them who caught me / by the hem and then cried out, “What a wonder!”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno XV, 16 – 24)


                

              
 
            
 
            Elsewhere this sense of agitation is conveyed through repetition: “Ov’è, ov’è l’acerbo?” (“Where, where is that unripe soul?”; Inferno XXV, 18) shouts the centaur whose job it is to continue the horrifying torture of Vanni Fucci. Although this centaur (more likely identified with Cacus, who in the Aeneid was a fire-breathing monster, rather than a centaur as in Inferno XXV) immediately disappears from the narrative, the hypotyposis makes him swiftly and suddenly come to life, unlike his brethren in Inferno XII: in less than a single line, Dante has given us a powerful image that stays with us. This motif would not have been as effective without the repetition of the question, which of course is more of a threat than an actual request for directions. Similarly, Lano da Siena’s double invocation for a death that will not come (“Or accorri, accori morte” [“Come, come quickly, death!”]; Inferno XIII, 118) flusters and frustrates the sinner’s useless escape and invokes in our minds the lively and tragic physicality of the chase.
 
            These exclamations are therefore to be considered a bridge between the text and its dramatic activation, and my reading takes distance from Benedetto Croce’s idea that Dante’s dramatisation of his own inner feelings represent a shortcoming of the Commedia’s poetics:
 
             
              Le esclamazioni che egli esprime di terrore hanno del ritornello d’occasione, suggerite dall’idea delle pene infernali e non dal sentimento di esse, e sembrano alquanto fredde, specie se le si paragonino alla commozione.
 
            
 
             
              (His exclamations of terror sound like formulaic and suggested by the idea of hellish punishments rather than by authentic feeling; they seem somewhat cold, especially if they are compared to emotion.)362
 
            
 
            Croce was referring to such inspired and lofty realisations as: “Io che al divino dall’umano, / All’eterno dal tempo ero venuto, / E di Fiorenza in popol giusto e sano, / Di che stupor dovea esser compiuto!” (“I, who had come to things divine from man’s estate, / to eternity from time, / from Florence to a people just and sane, / with what amazement must I have been filled!”; Paradiso XXXI, 37 – 40), which do not belong to the narrated world, but rather to that of the narrator: this remark contrasting the corruption of Florence to the justice of heaven blooms in the mind of the poet, and we can picture him as he holds his pen and lifts his eyes from the lost autograph of the Commedia while reminiscing over his journey. In other words, we can concede that in some cases the stylistic texture of an episode does not support the acute realism which hypotyposis creates. For example, the strongly allegorical and idyllic atmosphere of Beatrice’s return in the terrestrial paradise clashes with the exclamation by the theological virtues when the pilgrim’s gaze becomes too absorbed in his lady’s physical beauty:
 
             
                 quando per forza mi fu vòlto il viso
 
              ver' la sinistra mia da quelle dee,
 
              perch' io udi' da loro un «Troppo fiso!»
 
            
 
             
              (when by the power of those goddesses / my gaze was forced to travel left / as they cried out: “Too fixed!”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XXXII, 7 – 9)


                

              
 
            
 
            The brilliant poetic effect of this theatrical moment lies in Dante’s ability to animate the characters in the scene, to make them speak, breathe and move as if they were real; it lies in the poet’s talent for creating credible psychological mechanisms to produce well-rounded, realistic figures. Wlassics speaks of a “‘pensiero citato’, quasi mormorato commento involontario” (“‘quoted thought’, almost a muttered, unintentional commentary”)363 as the successful technique used to describe the motus animi. Prime examples include: “Nel mio pensier dicea: ‘che cosa è questa?’” (“I asked myself: ‘Now what is this?’”; Purgatorio XXIX, 21); “Com’io volea dicer ‘tu m’appaghe’, / vidimi giunto in su l’altro girone / sì che tacer mi fer le luci vaghe” (“I was about to say: ‘You give me satisfaction’, / when I saw that I had reached another terrace, / and my eager eyes made me keep silent”. Purgatorio XV, 82 – 84); “E quel che presso più ci si ritenne, / si fé sì chiaro, ch'io dicea pensando: / ‘Io veggio ben l’amor che tu m’accenne” (“And the one that stayed the closest there to us / grew so shining bright I said, but not aloud, / ‘This sign makes clear your love for me’”; Paradiso XXI, 43 – 45). I would add that, in order to make these moments come to life, the words should be understood as unspoken, and the characters’ thoughts are offered to the reader as if in a silent monologue. Indeed, when the thoughts being relayed are not those of the pilgrim but of a different character, the reader is immediately plunged into the scene.364 A case in point is Dante’s stupor before the sculpted exempla of humility, whose artistry is such that it deceives the senses with its “visibile parlare”. The reader’s eyes and ears are almost forcefully thrust back a few tercets to reread, this time vocalizing in her head, the highly dramatic dialogue between the widow and Emperor Trajan. Readers, along with the pilgrim, are then brought to consider the uncanny realism of an art that a medieval spectator could not be accustomed to:
 
             
                 Colui che mai non vide cosa nova
 
              produsse esto visibile parlare,
 
              novello a noi perché qui non si trova.
 
                 Mentr’ io mi dilettava di guardare
 
              l’imagini di tante umilitadi,
 
              e per lo fabbro loro a veder care…
 
            
 
             
              (He in whose sight nothing can be new / wrought this speech made visible, / new to us because it is not found on earth. / While I took pleasure in the sight / of images of such humility, / the lovelier to look at for their maker's sake, / “Here they come, though with slow steps”, / the poet murmured. / “They will direct us to the next ascent”.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio X, 94 – 99)


                

              
 
            
 
            Quoted thoughts and emotions would require no words on stage: if the poem were to be performed, these notions could be expressed through the actors’ faces and gestures, which is indeed what occurs when Beatrice reprimands and questions the pilgrim, who in turn confesses his guilt for straying from her. His shameful admission is so muffled that it was necessary to watch his mouth in order to guess his response:
 
             
                 Confusione e paura insieme miste
 
              mi pinsero un tal «sì» fuor de la bocca,
 
              al quale intender fuor mestier le viste.
 
            
 
             
              (Confusion and fear, mixed together, / drove from my mouth a yes – / but one had need of eyes to hear it.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XXXI, 13 – 15)


                

              
 
            
 
            By the same token, Count Ugolino’s desperation is efficaciously conveyed in a single line: “Ahi dura terra, perché non t’apristi?” (“O hard earth, why did you not engulf us?”; Inferno XXXIII, 66). His was an anguished cry, a rhetorical question more than a logical sentence.
 
             
                 «Fu il sangue mio d’invidia sì rïarso,
 
              che se veduto avesse uom farsi lieto,
 
              visto m’avresti di livore sparso.
 
                 Di mia semente cotal paglia mieto;
 
              o gente umana, perché poni ‘l core
 
              là ‘v’ è mestier di consorte divieto?
 
            
 
             
              (My blood was so consumed by envy / that, had I seen a man take joy in life, / you would have seen my skin turn livid. / As I sowed, so now I reap such straw. / O race of men, why do you set your hearts / on things that of necessity cannot be shared?)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XIV, 82 – 87)


                

              
 
            
 
            Likewise, Virgil’s “parole tronche” following the devils’ denial to open the gates of Dis belong to this rhetorical category: when the troubling thought of the Latin poet stops at “Se non …” (Inferno IX, 8) leaving the sentence unfinished, the reader is left to wonder, along with the pilgrim, about the dreadful consequences of that situation. Thus, broken phrases, incomplete thoughts or – as Wlassics puts it – “obfuscated quotations”365 are the quintessence of theatricality, the apex of dramatic intensity in the multifaceted script of the Commedia. In cases where the hypotyposis concerns well-known myths, the result is particularly powerful, as it transforms a well-known story into live action:
 
             
              […] ei gridavan tutti: «Dove rui,
 
              Anfïarao? perché lasci la guerra?»
 
              E non restò di ruinare a valle
 
            
 
             
              (in sight of all the shouting Thebans: / “Where are you rushing, Amphiaraus? Why / do you leave the war?” Nor did he stop his plunge)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno XX, 33 – 35)


                

              
 
            
 
            In this passage, spoken by Virgil, the narrator adopts the viewpoint of the Thebans who mock the Greek Amphiaraus as he plunges from the wall of the city directly into the underworld. The source of this narrative is the Thebaid of Statius (VII, 690 – 823 and VIII, 1 – 210) who casts the character as a great hero, while Dante366 demotes him to an indeterminate “scellerato” (“lowlife”).367
 
            All these nuanced uses of hypotyposis utilize and rely on direct speech. In a material culture and with an usus scribendi that often did not include diacritical signs such as speech marks, readers were left to figure out for themselves when the switch to direct speech took place. In some cases, the imitation and reproduction of realistic speech takes the shape of a dizzying concatenation of phonemes, ambiguous monosyllables, or incomprehensible words in Greek or Hebrew,368 as is the case with Nimrod’s jumbled uttering “Raphèl maì amècche zabì almi” (Inferno XXXI, 67).
 
            These rhetorical elements imbue the poetic-narrative text with a dramaturgical vis, thus creating a kind of theatrical script for performance before the eyes and ears of the pilgrim and the reader as proxy. The use of a dramatic setting, and the appeal to the shared experience of readers and author as spectators of liturgical dramas, universalises and enhances the moral and allegorical content of the narrative. Furthermore, the rhetorical procedure of hypotyposis reduces the distance between the text and the reader, between the narration and the action (understood as fruition by the audience), bringing the reader within close reach of the narrated world. Poetry, or “vocale spirto” (“poetic recitation”; Purgatorio XXI, 88), as Dante’s Statius terms it, contains a performative potential that is fully exploited in the sacred poem, “a text not just for readers but also for a listening public […], a ‘performed text’” possessing an “essential theatricality”.369 The performative value of the poem acts upon its readership with a powerful moralising effect, a kind of theatrical exemplum, as evidenced by the verb “mostrare” in Cacciaguida’s explanation:
 
             
                 «Questo tuo grido farà come vento,
 
              che le più alte cime più percuote;
 
              e ciò non fa d’onor poco argomento.
 
                 Però ti son mostrate in queste rote,
 
              nel monte e ne la valle dolorosa
 
              pur l'anime che son di fama note»
 
            
 
             
              (“This cry of yours shall do as does the wind / that strikes the highest peaks with greater force – / this loftiness itself no little sign of honor. / That is why you have been shown, within these wheels, / upon the mountain, and in the woeful valley, those souls alone that are well known to fame”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XVII, 133 – 138; emphasis added)


                

              
 
            
 
            These rhetorical and mimetic practises situate the Commedia at the intersection of diverse literary genres, revealing therein the hybrid nature of the text. Dante leverages both devices of classical rhetoric and innovative verbal inventions to portray physical and acoustic performances; among these, the next chapter will investigate the poem's references to dance, whose controversial status in the Christian Middle Ages Dante exploits in order to represent more fully the metaphysical aspects of the afterlife.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          Chapter four. Dancing in the Afterlife
 
        
 
         
           
            
              
                    	
                      Sometimes even in the habitual course of life,

 
                    	
                      the reality of this world disappears all at once,

 
                    	
                      and we feel ourselves in the middle of its interests

 
                    	
                      as we should at a ball, where we did not hear the music;

 
                    	
                      the dancing that we saw there would appear insane.370


              

            
 
          
 
          In his paper on dance in Dante’s Commedia, delivered at the 2016 annual meeting of the Dante Society of America, Giuseppe Ledda noted that “dance is virtually non-existent as a motif in medieval literary and iconographic depictions of the afterlife”.371 This fact alone should suffice to pique the interest of scholars who, when reading the Commedia, will come across many references to and detailed descriptions of various types of dances. In this chapter I propose to examine the choreographed episodes in the Paradiso, adopting a perspective that is not only in line with the theological tradition, but also with that of Franciscan devotional poetry. The mimesis of dance and music serves as a means to articulate the metaphysical and the ineffable in the highest abode of the universe, a task that poetry could not otherwise complete. Accounting for a certain ambivalence of dance and its connotations in the Middle Ages, this chapter also considers sources casting a positive light on dancing, such as the Breviarium Romanum, which describes “Jesus qui pergis inter lilia septus choreis virginum” (“You, Jesus, who proceed among the lilies, surrounded by choir of virgins”), and Thomas of Celano who speaks of St. Francis as “pedes quasi saliendo movebat, non ut lasciviens, sed ut igne divini amoris ardens, non ad risum movens sed planctum doloris extorquens” (“He moved his feet as if dancing, not playfully but burning with the fire of divine love”).372 But theologians and censors showed a high degree of scepticism towards the art of Terpsichore, and Dante himself references some disorderly infernal dances in an obviously depreciatory manner, so we should frame the mimetic representation of dance in the Commedia against the backdrop of medieval ideas about dance, as Gino Tani has attempted to do in a descriptive but elegant prose.373 This viewpoint will shed further light on the Commedia’s dance scenes, especially those in Purgatorio and Paradiso where several passages present the enigma of an ambivalent gender connotation in Dante’s portrayal of the choreutic art. Indeed, in the most theologically significant scenes it is the female figures who dance, or male figures who are compared to women, from the parallel of Matelda to “donna che balli, / e piede innanzi piede a pena mette” (“As a lady turns in the dance / and hardly puts one foot before the other”; Purgatorio XXVIII, 52 – 54), to the actual dance of the cardinal and theological virtues (Purgatorio XXIX, 121 – 122 and XXXI, 104), to the bold female similes for the saints in the Paradiso.
 
          Dante’s poetry differentiates itself in its depiction of the human body in motion, departing from the moralistic clichés propagated by preachers and from the philosophically rationalized distrust of the theologians and ecclesiastical authorities, and instead expressing an almost gleeful joy and jubilation, especially when we consider the choreography of the saints in Paradiso X, 14 and 25, where the protagonists are astonishingly compared to women in a dance, blurring the gender contours of these exemplars of Christianity. The latter sentiment may be connected to the late medieval efflorescence of female piety which, as Kathryn Dickason has shown, reshaped the structures of religious life and gave certain religious women a new-found proximity to God in their expressions of mysticism and faith, particularly in northern Europe.374 Certainly, the paradisiacal expressions of joy through dance are, for the readers of the Commedia, a spectacle for aesthetic enjoyment and marvel. But references to and descriptions of dance also appear in the other canticles: while the Inferno only includes a few references to dance (the ridda of the avaricious in Inferno VII, 24, the tresca of the blasphemous in Inferno XIV, 40, and possibly the wheeling of the sodomites in Inferno XVI, 22 – 24), in Purgatorio the dancing figures are notable because they are female – Matelda, the cardinal and theological virtues – and the decorum of their harmonious movements is warranted by their roles and identities within the narrative and by the moral inclination of the action in the Garden of Eden.
 
          
            1 Infernal Frolics
 
            The association between dancing and hell was rather widespread in medieval Europe, and the recurring motif of the Danse Macabre, or Dance of Death, persisted for centuries as a pictorial motif (see for example Bernt Notke’s Totentanz in St. Nicholas’s Church, Tallinn), as a form of folkloric and exorcising performance (the legend of The Three Dead and the Three Living), and as a literary topos (many dialogues treat this theme, such as Baudouin de Condé’s Dit des trois morts et des trois vifs, 1280, or the De tribus regibus mortuis, fifteenth century, attributed to John Audelay). In Dante’s Inferno, however, we do not find the famous imagery of the skeletal undead dancing to mock or warn the living, but instead more subtle allusions to folkloric dances employed at specific junctures in the poem. A rather fascinating example is the term riddare, used in Inferno VII to convey the chaotic, circular motion of the avaricious, condemned to the eternal task of pushing boulders and clashing with the squanderers. The rather brief but incisive simile compares the forceful movement of these souls, who in life fell prey to their own covetousness, with the turbulent currents between Sicily and Calabria, likening their action to the popular dance called ridda:
 
             
                 Come fa l’onda là sovra Cariddi,
 
              che si frange con quella in cui s'intoppa,
 
              così convien che qui la gente riddi.
 
            
 
             
              (Just as the waves clash above Charybdis, / one breaking on the other when they meet, / so here the souls move in their necessary dance.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno VII, 22 – 24)


                

              
 
            
 
            The term riddare, appearing here as a verb in the subjunctive, is attested prior to Dante in King John of Brienne’s “Donna audite como”375 and in the anonymous jocose poem “La Canzone del fi’ Aldobrandino”,376 in both cases with reference to dancing (in Fi’ Aldobrandino it takes on a particularly allusive hue). But here Dante adds an extra element: as the greedy push boulders around their circular pit, they perform a grotesque and repetitive rondeau. In his Esposizioni, Boccaccio highlights this element, explaining that “riddi” means: “[…] balli, e, volgendo, come i ballatori, in cerchio, vengano impetuosamente a percuotersi, come fanno l’onde predette” (“do a country dance, and turning like dancers in a circle, suddenly come together, as do the aforementioned waves”),377 and his explication is followed by other early commentators (Benvenuto da Imola, Francesco da Buti, John of Serravalle).378 Among the modern commentaries, Michele D’Andria derives the word ridda from the root riedere (or redire, or reddire),379 but others connect it to the Lombard term wridan, “to twist around”, which would reiterate the frenzied connotation of the greedy souls highlighted by early commentators.380 A ridda, Robert Hollander explains, was “a popular dance in which the linked participants reverse the direction of their circling movement with the playing and singing each new strophe”,381 and the performative nature of this punishment is suggested by the large groups of sinners moving round and clashing mechanically, and by the “ontoso metro” (“taunting refrain” v. 35) they shout to each other, like two choirs responding to one another on stage. The general effect of this term, as connoted by the poem’s comic-realistic register, is not only to lower the status of the sinners, but to lock them into a forced, eternal performance, a form of endless choreographic subjugation that reflects their lack of control over their cravings for mundane goods. The avaricious and prodigal are similarly yoked into a comic dance, insulting one another with an “ontoso metro”, a form contempt that is both parodically metrical and mechanically musical: these souls lost their self-control regarding money and in turn have become a sort of macabre Glockenspiel.
 
            A similarly painful agitation possesses those who were violent against God and try to protect themselves from the rain of fire causing their hands to swirl in a ridiculous dance-like motion:
 
             
                 Sanza riposo mai era la tresca
 
              de le misere mani, or quindi or quinci
 
              escotendo da sé l'arsura fresca.
 
            
 
             
              (Ever without repose was the rude dance / of wretched hands, now here, now there, / slapping at each new scorching cinder)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno XIV, 40 – 42)


                

              
 
            
 
            Some dance historians believe the tresca presents similar figurations to the ridda, especially because of the hand movements382; however, the most detailed explanation for the specific movements of tresca was offered by Benvenuto da Imola (ca. 1380):
 
             
              […] tresca est quaedam dancia, sive genus tripudii quod fit Neapoli artificialiter valde: nam est ludus nimis intricatus. Stant enim plures sibi invicem oppositi, et unus elevabit manum ad unam partem, et subito alii intenti facient idem; deinde movebit manum ad aliam partem ita facient ceteri; aliquando ambas manus simul, aliquando unam ad unam partem, aliam ad aliam, et ad omnes motus ceteri proportionabiliter debent respondere: unde est mirabile videre tantam dimicationem manuum et omnium membrorum.
 
            
 
             
              ([…] the tresca is a kind of dance, or a kind of hopping which is done in Naples very artfully: for it is a very complicated game. Several people stand opposite to each other, and one will raise his hand to one side, and suddenly the others will intently do the same. Then he will move his hand to the other side and the others will do the same; sometimes both hands together, sometimes one to one side, one to the other, and to all other movements they must respond proportionately: whence it is wonderful to see so much agitation of the hands and all the limbs.)383
 
            
 
            Therefore, the hands play a crucial role in this Neapolitan dance, as they do in the blasphemers’ grotesque choreography, which for some modern readers might evoke a certain song, popular in the 1990s, by Spanish pop duo Los del Río. The effect of using technical dance terms such as riddare and tresca is, both here and in Canto VII, a grotesque caricature of the sinners whose uncontrolled movements might also recall the devils’ sarcastic disparagement of the barrators (“Coverto convien che qui balli” [“Here you must do your dance in secret”]; Inferno XXI, 53) who scramble to stay below the surface of the boiling pitch in order to escape further punishment, a derision (Alessandro Vellutello’s word choice) of human art and death which for Madison U. Sowell brings to mind the medieval tradition of the Dance of Death.384
 
            Commentators and scholars have traditionally viewed another episode in Canto XVI as an oblique, perhaps merely rhetorical reference to dance. The Florentine sodomites – Tegghiaio Aldobrandi, Jacopo Rusticucci, and Guido Guerra – form a wheel around the pilgrim, circling in a motion that is courtly and even elegant, as the situation requires (“a costor si vuole esser cortese”; Inferno XVI, 15). The three Florentine guelphs from the generation before Dante call and run over to welcome the pilgrim, eager for his conversation. They then join hands to form a wheel around him (Inferno XVI, 21, 25) like athletes in a wrestling match, moving in a circle with their eyes fixed on the pilgrim:
 
             
                 Ricominciar, come noi restammo, ei
 
              l'antico verso; e quando a noi fuor giunti,
 
              fenno una rota di sé tutti e trei,
 
                 qual sogliono i campion far nudi e unti,
 
              avvisando lor presa e lor vantaggio,
 
              prima che sien fra lor battuti e punti;
 
                 e sì rotando ciascuno il visaggio
 
              drizzava a me, sì che ’n contraro il collo
 
              faceva ai pié continüo vïaggio.
 
            
 
             
              (When we stopped, they took up again / their old refrain, but once they reached us
 
              all three had joined into a single wheel. / As combatants, oiled and naked, are wont to do, / watching for their hold and their advantage, / before the exchange of thrusts and blows, / wheeling, each fixed his eyes on me, / so that their feet moved forward / while their necks were straining back.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno XVI, 19 – 27)


                

              
 
            
 
            The first commentator to mention dance in reference to this passage is Iacomo della Lana in 1324: “ellino tre feceno un ballo di loro, e sovra lo centro di tal ballo si volgeano all’usato movimento”, followed by Benvenuto da Imola in 1375 – 1380, who comments that the three sodomites “Coeperunt enim unum tripudiolum per quod volvebant se continuo in girum, et saltabant” (“They began a little dance in which they continuously turned and hopped”).385 Benvenuto reads “Ricominciar, come noi restammo, ei / l’antico verso” (“When we stopped, they took up again / their old refrain” Inferno XVI, 19 – 20) in a slightly different manner, interpreting – as most early commentators do – “ei” as “hei” or “heu”, an onomatopoeia expressing pain:
 
             
              ricominciar l'antico verso, vel dic et melius: illi, ricominciar hei, idest heu adverbium dolentis; unde dicit appositive, l'antico verso, quia hic erat sonus et clamor antiqui doloris et poenae, ita quod saepe iterant istum versum heu heu; nam versus appellatur vulgariter omnis sonus […]
 
            
 
             
              (They took up their old refrain, or, to say it better, they, alas took up, that is hey is an expression of sorrow; whence he says appositively, the old refrain, because that was the sound and cry of their previous pain and punishment, so that they often repeated that verse, alas, alas; for every sound is commonly called verse […])386
 
            
 
            With this reading, from which modern critical editions tend to steer clear, Benvenuto concludes that the three sodomites form a “rota idest tripudium” because they are accompanying the tripudium with rhythmic words. In a more modern reading, Natalino Sapegno also supports the interpretation of this scene as one using the language of dance due to the repetition of the word “rota” (ll. 25 and 86).387 The word rota (“wheel”) in early Italian was often associated with a form of dance (Dante also uses the term in this choreutic sense in Paradiso XIV), and with its double appearance here in association with “ricominciar l’antico verso”, it seems to indicate a reference to the language of dance. The text also explicitly alludes to a wrestling sport (“Qual sogliono i campion far nudi e unti”; Inferno XVI, 22) to depict the form and movement of Tegghiaio, Jacopo, and Guido. Their reprise (“Ricominciar […] ei / l’antico verso” [“they took up again / their old refrain”]) could refer to a number of things: it might simply allude to their earlier call to attract the attention of their fellow Florentine (“‘Sòstati tu ch'a l'abito ne sembri / essere alcun di nostra terra prava” [“‘Stop, you, who by your garb appear to be / a man from our degenerate city’”]; Inferno XVI, 8 – 9); it might indicate their previous walking pace388; or it could indicate the souls’ perpetual lament,389 the wailings they briefly halted in order to address the wayfarers.390 Since the souls begin speaking again immediately after the narrator’s introduction, it seems most likely that the “antico verso” refers to their utterance, but as Pasquini notes, it could comprise their gait and their wailings at the same time.391 Once again, the word “verso” evokes a mockingly repetitive action, be it walking or lamenting, one that fits their status as passive performers in an endless punitive choreography.
 
            Lastly, Ciampolo of Navarre’s famous ludo (Inferno XXII, 118) has more of a theatrical than a choreographic flair, as it is a sport, a deceit which the barrator employs in order to escape the devils’ attention. Still, the episode has – and rightly so – been linked with a second occurrence of the word ludo, appearing in the plural in the final section of Paradiso where the angels perform festive circles in the empyrean:
 
             
                 Poscia ne’ due penultimi tripudi
 
              Principati e Arcangeli si girano;
 
              l'ultimo è tutto d’Angelici ludi.
 
            
 
             
              (The penultimate two of these festive throngs / are whirling Principalities and Archangels, / while the last one is all Angels at their play.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXVIII, 124 – 126)


                

              
 
            
 
            The choreographic nature of this performance is made evident not only by the context but more specifically by the word tripudio in l. 124, which indicates a medieval dance (see below) with strong religious associations. Early commentators on the Commedia use the word tripudium to gloss the dancing episodes of the Inferno, but Dante uses it only in the Paradiso (XII, 22 and XXVIII, 124), where the angelici ludi, rhyming with tripudi (also meaning “dances”), appear as the majestic and unearthly elegant rhythmic movements of the hierarchies of Principalities, Archangels, and Angels.
 
           
          
            2 Dances in Purgatory
 
            Credit is due to Kathryn Dickason for bringing the works of dance scholars (Mark Franko, Jill Green, Alessandro Arcangeli) and of Michel Foucault into the discussion of Dante’s representation of dance in the Purgatory. In her view, “the regimental deployment of dance parallels Michel Foucault’s theorisation of discipline. For Foucault, discipline in modern society entails a correctional approach to human conduct”,392 and such corrections take place under the gaze of a dancing master. Several medieval texts associate dance with hellish punishment393 or physical debauchery, and historian Alessandro Arcangeli describes how medieval preachers often saw dance as a theatre of God’s punishment: sinful dancers would be struck by lightning during the Mass, with a demon dance master disguised as an attractive woman.394
 
            However, it would be inaccurate to relay only medieval sources unfavourable to dance, and in spite of the many prohibitions against it, the custom of dancing was hard to eradicate: “there is ample evidence that dancing continued to be performed in religious communities, even in the face of repeated attempts by episcopal authorities to crack down on excessively dissolute behaviour”.395 Some institutions and authorities had a more constructive and positive view of dance than that of the traditionalist Church,396 and if in Foucault’s discussion – as well as the works of many late medieval writers – the dancers were moralistically depicted as elements of a wicked choreography, in Dante’s Purgatory there is no sinfulness in the expression of joy and freedom through dance, because the twirling figures are not sinners but personified virtues. As Dickason proposes, Dante “decriminalised” dance, even casting Terpsichore’s art as an otherworldly antidote to sin.397 At this point arise several questions which we should entertain critically: why are the King of Israel, Matelda, and the seven virtues dancing? how did Dante manage to avoid accusations of lewdness or disrespect with his readers? what were Dante’s sources and models for envisioning dance as the joyful manifestation of metaphysical happiness? Why are the saints in heaven likened to women in a dance performance?
 
            The synaesthetic display of God-made artistry in Purgatorio X (“visibile parlare”, l. 95) is subtly introduced by Virgil’s remark that “Qui si conviene usare un poco d’arte / […] in accostarsi / or quinci, or quindi al lato che si parte” (“‘Here we must use skill / in keeping close to one side or the other, / hewing to the side where the rock gives way’”; Purgatorio X, 10 – 12). As the wayfarers proceed towards the first terrace, they are enclosed on both sides by a narrow wall decorated with art so supernatural, so vivid and realistic, that Dante can almost hear the words and see the actions of the figures engraved in it. In fact, Barolini notes that in God’s art what seems is also what is (“non vide mei di me chi vide il vero” [“He who beheld the real events saw them no better than did I”]; Purgatorio XII, 68).398 The divine art sculpted on the walls along the path leading into the realm of penance, with its famous portrayals of the Annunciation, of David dancing before the ark of the covenant, and of Trajan indulging the widow,399 offers not only a representation of supreme artistic quality, but the illusion of movement and sound, with the text mimicking speech as “the poet strives to recreate for the reader the confusion experienced by the pilgrim”.400 Pilgrim Dante has the impression that the image of Gabriel “avea in atto impressa esta favella / ‘Ecce ancilla Deï’” (“in [its] attitude imprinted were / the words: ‘Ecce ancilla Dei’”; Purgatorio X, 43 – 44), and the pilgrim’s senses are befuddled before the image of the Hebrews with open mouths, as “a’ due mie’ sensi / faceva dir l’un ‘No,’ l’altro ‘Sì, canta’” (“the foreground […] made one sense argue ‘No’ / and the other: ‘Yes, they sing’”; Purgatorio X, 59 – 60). Likewise, the images confound his sense of smell: “Similemente al fummo de li ‘ncensi / che v’era imaginato, li occhi e ‘l naso / e al sì e al no discordi fensi” (“In the same way, the smoke of incense / sculpted there put eyes and nose in discord, caught between yes and no”; Purgatorio X, 61 – 63).
 
            The first image constitutes a sort of ekphrasis of what is perhaps the most famous subject of Christian art, the Annunciation of the archangel Gabriel to the Virgin, but the prodigious nature of the art described here animates the figures so vividly that it “makes them come alive to the eye of the beholder. The pilgrim thinks he is present at those events, not simply admiring their perfect representations on a marble panel”.401 Furthermore, if we read this scene vis-à-vis Gabriel’s celebration of Mary in Paradiso 23, which the pilgrim can barely observe with his mortal eyes – “la battaglia de’ debili cigli” (“the struggle, despite my feeble power of sight”; Paradiso XXIIII, 78) –, we cannot fail to notice that both scenes revolve around the name of Mary: in Purgatorio X the archangel’s salutation stops short of pronouncing her name, which he does speak aloud in Luke 1:28 and Matthew 1:20. Readers are bound to form an acoustic conception of Gabriel’s salutation, “Ave”, because “non sembiava imagine che tace”, (“it did not seem an image, carved and silent”) and are therefore left with the desire to complete Gabriel’s pronouncement with the name Maria, even though (or perhaps because?) Dante does not write it in his verses:
 
             
                 L’angel che venne in terra col decreto
 
              de la molt’anni lagrimata pace,
 
              ch'aperse il ciel del suo lungo divieto,
 
                 dinanzi a noi pareva sì Verace
 
              quivi intagliato in un atto soave,
 
              che non sembiava imagine che tace.
 
                 Giurato si saria ch'el dicesse «Ave!»;
 
              perché iv’ era imaginata quella
 
              ch’ad aprir l’alto amor volse la chiave;
 
                 e avea in atto impressa esta favella
 
              «Ecce ancilla Deï», propriamente
 
              come figura in cera si suggella.
 
            
 
             
              (The angel who came to earth with the decree of peace / that had been wept and yearned for all those years, / which opened Heaven, ending God’s long ban, / appeared before us so vividly engraved / in gracious attitude / it did not seem an image, carved and silent. / One would have sworn he was saying ‘Ave,’ / for she as well was pictured there / who turned the key to love on high. / And in her attitude imprinted were / the words: ‘Ecce ancilla Dei’ / as clearly as a figure stamped in wax.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio X, 34 – 45)


                

              
 
            
 
            The acoustic illusion of this divine art reaches its fulfilment with full choreography and orchestration during the Triumph of Mary in Paradiso XXIII, where the pilgrim’s continuous invocation of the Virgin’s name finds resonance in Gabriel’s circular melody and in the celestial hosts:
 
             
                 Il nome del bel fior ch’io sempre invoco
 
              e mane e sera, tutto mi ristrinse
 
              l’animo ad avvisar lo maggior foco;
 
                 e come ambo le luci mi dipinse
 
              il quale e il quanto de la viva stella
 
              che là sù vince come qua giù vinse,
 
                 per entro il cielo scese una facella,
 
              formata in cerchio a guisa di corona,
 
              e cinsela e girossi intorno ad ella.
 
                 Qualunque melodia più dolce suona
 
              qua giù e più a sé l'anima tira,
 
              parrebbe nube che squarciata tona,
 
                 comparata al sonar di quella lira
 
              onde si coronava il bel zaffiro
 
              del quale il ciel più chiaro s’inzaffira.
 
                 ‘Io sono amore angelico, che giro
 
              l'alta letizia che spira del ventre
 
              che fu albergo del nostro disiro;
 
                 e girerommi, donna del ciel, mentre
 
              che seguirai tuo figlio, e farai dia
 
              più la spera supprema perché lì entre.’
 
                 Così la circulata melodia
 
              si sigillava, e tutti li altri lumi
 
              facean sonare il nome di Maria.
 
            
 
             
              (The name of the fair flower I invoke / each morning and at evening time, enthralled my mind / as I gazed at the brightest of the flames. / When the quality and magnitude of the living star, / who surpasses up above as she surpassed below, / were painted on my eyes, / there descended through the sky a torch that, / circling, took on the likeness of a crown. / It encircled her and wheeled around her. / The sweetest melody, heard here below, / that most attracts our souls, / would seem a burst of cloud-torn thunder / compared with the reverberation of that lyre / with which the lovely sapphire that so ensapphires / the brightest heaven was encrowned. / ‘I am angelic love and I encircle / the exalted joy breathed from the womb / that was the dwelling place of our desire, / and I shall circle you, Lady of Heaven, / until you follow your Son to the highest sphere, / making it the more divine because you enter.’ / Thus that circling music, sealing itself, / came to its conclusion, while all the other lights / made Mary’s name resound.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXIII, 87 – 111)


                

              
 
            
 
            Thus the name of Mary, omitted in the “visible parlare” of Purgatorio X (but coaxed nonetheless onto the readers’ lips), springs forth in the pilgrim’s mind in Paradiso XXIII before resounding throughout the heavens in a mystical vocatio that celebrates her triumph, and will be sounded in a grandiose Hail Mary again in Paradiso XXXII (see Ch. 5 in this study).
 
            Of the three relief sculptures, the one representing King David of Israel dancing in dishevelled clothes has received the most critical attention, and it is arguably the one with the greatest display of action, dance, performance, and music. While the same ungainly dance, a tresca, is refenced in the infernal episode of the hand-waving blasphemous, King David’s performance is considered a show of humility (“trescando alzato, l'umile salmista”; Purgatorio X, 65) before the austere and disapproving eyes of his wife (“Micòl ammirava / sì come donna dispettosa e trista”; Purgatorio X, 68 – 69). The scene, full of mystical fervour, might recall a whirling Dervish of the Islamic Sufi mysticism, a traditional active meditation practice that originated at the death of mystic poet Jelaluddin Rumi.

            
              [image: ] 
                Fig. 8: Sandro Botticelli, The dance of King David. Codex Hamilton 201. © Kupferstichkabinett. Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.
 
             
            Thus, the long musical episode describing the transportation of the ark of the covenant from Cariathiarim to Jerusalem, as narrated in the Second Book of Samuel, begins with the pageantry of the ark being removed from the house of Abinadab in a procession before the entire population of thirty-thousand Israelites. David and all the Israelites “ludebant coram Domino in omnibus lignis fabrefactis, et citharis et lyris et tympanis et sistris et cymbalis” (“played before the Lord on all manner of instruments made of wood, on harps and lutes and timbrels and cornets and cymbals”; II Samuel 6:5). Uzzah, son of Abinadab, the keeper of the ark, sees an ox kick the sacred relic and tries to stabilise it, but because he is unworthy to touch the ark, he is instantly struck down by lightning. After the necessary mourning, the show continues with solemnity and proper musical accompaniment (“et erant cum David septem chori, et victima vituli” [“there were with David seven choirs, and calves for victims”]; II Samuel 6:5) in which King David performs for his people in a display of humility (“et David saltabat totis viribus ante Dominum: porro David erat accinctus ephod lineo. Et David et omnis domus Israel ducebant arcam testamenti Domini, in jubilo, et in clangore buccinae” [“And David danced with all his might before the Lord: and David was girded with a linen ephod. And David and all the house of Israel brought the ark of the covenant of the Lord with joyful shouting, and with sound of trumpet”]; II Samuel 6:14 – 15) even to the point of making a fool of himself, as his wife Michol accuses him of looking like “unus de scurris” (“one of the buffoons”; II Samuel 6:20), and is punished with sterility for her arrogance.
 
            Commenting on Dante’s succinct rendering of the Book of Samuel, Alessandro Vettori focuses on the prayerfulness of the episode, counterposing silence with prayer,402 and considers the ritualistic aspects by which the three reliefs of Purgatorio X reproduce sacred or historical narrative.403 I would add that the ritualistic force of these depictions successfully functions as an ethical model because of their inherent performativity. For centuries exegetes had described the dance of King David as an act of joy and humility404 – or humiliation, as Vettori writes405 – intended to express in bodily terms the spiritual dimension, and here Dante even manages to infuse with positive meaning the role of the scurra (jester), implicitly evoked through its mention in the Book of Samuel. In the Bible, David’s dance was often used as a contrast to other, more negative performances of the same kind: Erminia Ardissino argues that David’s dance
 
             
              […] serve soprattutto come lode di dio manifestata con una sorta di possessione individuale e collettiva. Proprio la danza di David serviva agli esegeti scritturali da contrappunto al nefasto ballo di Salomè: i gesti davidici erano forma di umile servizio a Dio. La danza dunque presentava fin dai testi sacri un'ambivalenza, tra perdizione e totale dedizione a Dio.
 
            
 
             
              ([…] serves primarily as praise of God manifested in a kind of individual and collective possession. The very dance of David served scriptural exegetes as a counterpoint to the nefarious dance of Salome: Davidic gestures were a form of humble service to God. The dance thus presented from the sacred texts a sense of ambivalence, between perdition and total dedication to God.)406
 
            
 
            
              [image: ] 
                Fig. 9: Purgatorio X. From the British Library Collection Manuscript Egerton 943, f.80v.
 
             
            All three reliefs described in Purgatorio X portray the royal figures of Mary, David, and Trajan humbling themselves before a worthy cause. All three figures also reappear in the Paradiso in a musical context. The fact that David, the divine musician attributed with writing the Psalter, would be involved in a performance in paradise is almost to be expected of a poem whose internal consistency is as rigorous as its imaginative vis is extraordinary. But along with David, five more just spirits take part in the flamboyantly synaesthetic performance of Paradiso XVIII–XX, and one of them is emperor Trajan who according to legend was temporarily resurrected by Pope Gregory the Great and converted so that he might die a Christian, as Dante briefly summarises in Paradiso XX, 106 – 111.407 The miraculous salvation of Trajan – and Ripheus, another pagan unexpectedly found in the Heaven of Jupiter – cannot fail to shock the medieval reader, who would know well that only baptised Christians could access the kingdom of heaven. In order to represent with effectiveness a theologically challenging situation, the poet stages a complex performance in which textuality, song and dance intersect in the Heaven of Jupiter, as will be shown in the next chapter. This theatrical description compares the eagle’s voice to the sound of a cetra (Paradiso XX, 20 – 30) and fuses the voices and thoughts of all six heroes of divine justice into one, creating ephemeral music that fades from the pilgrim’s memory (Paradiso XX, 10 – 12).
 
           
          
            3 Angelico caribo: Matelda and the Virtues (Purgatorio XXVIII–XXXI)
 
            In the unique setting of the terrestrial paradise, a very special performance celebrates the return of Beatrice: after the wayfarers encounter a woman who sings and dances most gracefully, a pageant of angels symbolising the Books of the Scripture parades before Dante’s eyes, led by a griffon drawing a chariot, an allegory for Christ and the Church. In this visionary setting, Matelda immerses the pilgrim in the river Lethe while she sings “Asperges me”, a line from Psalm 50 (“Miserere”) which was used during baptismal ceremonies. The entire canto is a triumph of performativity, from Beatrice urging a distraught Dante to a painful confessio oris (Purgatorio XXVIII, 5) to the choreography of the four Cardinal Virtues joined by the three Theological Virtues, dancing what Dante calls a caribo:
 
             
                 Mentre che piena di stupore e lieta
 
              l'anima mia gustava di quel cibo
 
              che, saziando di sé, di sé asseta,
 
                 sé dimostrando di più alto tribo
 
              ne li atti, l’altre tre si fero avanti,
 
              danzando al loro angelico caribo.
 
                 «Volgi, Beatrice, volgi li occhi santi»,
 
              era la sua canzone, «al tuo fedele
 
              che, per vederti, ha mossi passi tanti!
 
                 Per grazia fa noi grazia che disvele
 
              a lui la bocca tua, sì che discerna
 
              la seconda bellezza che tu cele».
 
            
 
             
              (While my soul, filled with wonder and with joy, / tasted the food that, satisfying in itself, / yet for itself creates a greater craving, / the other three, who by their bearing / showed themselves of a higher order, moved forward, / dancing to their angelic roundelay. / “Turn, Beatrice, turn your holy eyes / upon your faithful one” – thus ran their song – / “who, to see you, now has come so far. / Of your grace do us a grace: unveil / your mouth to him so that he may observe / the second beauty that you still conceal”.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XXXI, 127 – 138)


                

              
 
            
 
            The term caribo is attested in the thirteenth century to indicate a style of music for dancing, and various scholars have attempted to reconstruct its etymology. The meaning, according to some sources, is a dance song involving instruments and sometimes singing:
 
            - Giacomino Pugliese’s “Donna, per vostro amore” mentions both instruments and singing: “A tale convento / isto caribo ben distribo; / de le maldicente / bon’ò talento: / lo stormento / vo sonando / e cantando, / blondetta piagente” (“To such a noble audience / I dedicate this song / I have no interest408/for a slanderous audience / I go playing my instrument, beautiful blondie”).409
 
            - The anonymous poem L’intelligenza (“Udivi son di molto dolzi danze / in chitarre e ‘n caribi smisurati / e trombe e cennamelle in concordanze” [“I heard the sound of very sweet dances / with guitars and endless caribi / and trumpets and shawms playing in concord”])410 mentions dancing and a number of musical instruments, but no singing accompanies such performances.
 
            - Meo dei Tolomei’s poem “A nnulla guisa me posso soffrire” (“I cannot bear in any way”)411 is labelled “caribetto”, and does not mention any instruments or dance, but it is of course a poem, therefore suggesting that caribo is a dance song: “Caribetto, già mai più non fazzo / de quel cattivo, ché ne scrivo e ’mpazzo /  […] / Non tardando va a lui; e li dinota, / deh caribetto, ch’eo faccio ’na nota” [“Caribetto, I’ll never speak of that rascal, / because the more I write about him the more I get mad / […] / do not delay your going to him and let him know, caribetto, that I make a promise”]).412
 
            - Francesco da Barberino’s Documenti d’amore: “Consonium antiquitus dicebatur omnis inventio verborum que super aliquo caribo, nota, stampita, vel similibus componebantur, precompositis sonis” (“Formerly, the consonium was understood as any invention of words composed for whatever caribo, nota, stampita and so forth, with precomposed sounds”).413 This quote presents caribo as some sort of musical composition, probably without words, since nota and stampita are also wordless.
 
            - Boccaccio’s Comedia delle ninfe fiorentine rhymes “carribo” with “cibo” and “tribo”, just as in Dante’s Purgatorio XXXI, although it is unclear what meaning Boccaccio attributes to the word:
 
             
                 Così nel sacrificio è da tenere
 
              in Cerere e in Bacco il divin cibo
 
              s'asconda a noi per debole vedere,
 
                 sol ch’operato sia degno carribo
 
              a così alti effetti, e che colui
 
              ch’opera questo sia di degno tribo
 
            
 
             
              (And so it must be believed that divine food is hidden from our weak sight in Ceres and in Bacchus, as long as the ceremony is performed worthily for such exalted effects and he who performs it is properly ordained.)414
 
                 (XXXIX, 64 – 69)
 
            
 
            In addition to the above occurrences in Italian, equivalents or analogues of caribo exist in other vernacular languages: the anonymous Leys d’Amor, a treatise that codified the forms and styles used by troubadours, describes “garips” (the Provençal word from which “caribo” derives) as a ballad with instruments but no words: “De garips no nos entremeten, quar han solamen respieg a cert e especial so d’esturmens ses verba” (“We will not occupy ourselves with garips, for they only involve a certain specific instrumental tune without words”).415 The conclusion is self-evident: caribo for Dante means a melody for dancing, as is the case in almost every source before his time. As Giovanni Andrea Scartazzini observed,416 if none of the early commentators felt the need to explain the meaning of the word, the term caribo must have been commonly understood during the fourteenth century, and its meaning in Dante’s Purgatorio implies both dance and singing, because the text tells us so:
 
             
                 Quando fui presso a la beata riva,
 
              «Asperges me» sì dolcemente udissi,
 
              che nol so rimembrar, non ch’io lo scriva.
 
                 La bella donna ne le braccia aprissi;
 
              abbracciommi la testa e mi sommerse
 
              ove convenne ch’io l'acqua inghiottissi.
 
                 Indi mi tolse, e bagnato m'offerse
 
              dentro a la danza de le quattro belle;
 
              e ciascuna del braccio mi coperse.
 
                 «Noi siam qui ninfe e nel ciel siamo stelle;
 
              pria che Beatrice discendesse al mondo,
 
              fummo ordinate a lei per sue ancelle.
 
                 Merrenti a li occhi suoi; ma nel giocondo
 
              lume ch'è dentro aguzzeranno i tuoi
 
              le tre di là, che miran più profondo».
 
            
 
             
              Così cantando cominciaro […]
 
            
 
             
              (When I had come close to the blessed shore / I heard “Asperges me” so sweetly sung / that I cannot recall nor write it down. / The lovely lady spread her arms, / then clasped my head, and plunged me under, / where I was forced to swallow water. / Then she drew me out and led me, bathed, / into the dance of the four lovely ladies / as each one raised an arm above my head. / “Here we are nymphs and in heaven we are stars. / Before Beatrice descended to the world / we were ordained to serve her as her handmaids. / We will bring you to her eyes. But to receive / the joyous light they hold, the other three, / who look much deeper into things, shall sharpen yours”. / Thus they began their song […])
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XXXI, 97 – 112)


                

              
 
            
 
            The dance of the four Cardinal Virtues – this has always been the unchallenged identification of the “quattro belle”, just as “le tre di là” are undoubtedly considered the Theological Virtues – leads the pilgrim to Beatrice after his scolding, to the words of Psalm 50 (it is unclear who sings the words “Asperges me hyssopo”: is it the virtues or the elders?), while the three Theological Virtues prepare him for the unveiling of Beatrice’s eyes by dancing the caribo and singing to entreat Beatrice (Purgatorio XXXI, 136 – 138.)
 
            The twirling musical movement of the seven virtues might recall the images of dancing nymphs from the sculptural reliefs of Greco-Roman antiquity. Such delicately harmonious choreographies were later taken up by Florentine artists of the fifteenth century: from the three dancing Graces in Botticelli’s Primavera to Filippino Lippi’s Dancing Salome,417 a vast production of vases, paintings and sculptures testifies to the role of dance in expressing emotions, pain, pathos, and ethos.418 Quite suddenly, graceful bodies in motion are introduced into Dante’s Commedia, while up to this point grace had been prohibited, especially from the physical reality of the damned and the penitent. As Madison Sowell notes, “the poet is using dance as more than a tool of the humanization of personifications or incorporeal beings”419: he is representing dance in a strongly allegorical context to embody immaterial entities that now, in their beautifully feminine guise, become attractive, tangible, and audible. Terpsichore’s art lends a corporeal reality to abstract concepts, and through this materialisation makes them fit for poetic performance. Dance is also a key element of the ritual performance in the Garden of Eden, where primal innocence is recovered and desire becomes purified and legitimate. Some scholars see in the Matelda episode a final “Cavalcantian” error on the part of the pilgrim, who is initially is seduced by the gracious beauty of the woman.420 This episode’s textual connection with Cavalcanti’s “In un boschetto trova’ pasturella” is undeniable and has garnered much interest from commentators, while the significance of this reference is still open to debate. Barolini persuasively argues that an erotic relapse here would be out of place, since the poet just had Virgil declare the pilgrim morally sound and infallible (“libero, dritto e sano è tuo arbitrio, / e fallo fora non fare a suo senno” [“Your will is free, upright, and sound / Not to act as it chooses is unworthy”]; Purgatorio XXVII, 140 – 141). The flowery dance of Matelda, with its echoes of his old friend’s ballad, is likely to represent a tribute to the poetic genre of the pastourelle as well as a departure from Cavalcanti’s poetics. Therefore, the Matelda episode might offer both an amendment of Cavalcanti’s sensual fascination and “a measure of textual redemption” for the poet and former friend.421 The Garden of Eden being a place of inner quiet and serenity, a carnal conturbation would indeed seem misplaced. The web of literary references in Canto XXVIII are therefore best explained by Barolini’s view that
 
             
              Guido’s naturalistic paradise is associated with that of the classical poets, who are the other chief textual contributors to canto XXVIII. Their Golden Age informs Dante's Earthly Paradise, along with the Cavalcantian love lyric; their stories of profane love – embodied in the similes of Proserpina and Pluto, Venus and Adonis, Hero and Leander – stand behind the eroticism of the pilgrim's encounter with Matelda, along with the Provençal pastorela.422
 
            
 
            Thus, despite the impending reproach of Beatrice in Canto XXXI, the atmosphere of newly gained purity here characterises this idyllic grove. Beyond the flames of Canto XXVII lies the earthly paradise, the realm of environmental and spiritual peace, where a concert of natural polyphony resounds:
 
             
                 Un’aura dolce, senza mutamento
 
              avere in sé mi ferìa per la fronte
 
              non di più colpo che soave vento:
 
                 per cui le fronde, tremolando, pronte
 
              tutte quante piegavano a la parte
 
              u’ la prim’ombra gitta il santo monte;
 
                 non però dal loro esser dritto sparte
 
              tanto che gli augelletti per le cime
 
              lasciasser d’operare ogne lor arte;
 
                 ma con piena letizia l’ore prime
 
              cantando, riceviano intra le foglie
 
              che tenevan bordone a le sue rime
 
            
 
             
              (A steady gentle breeze, / no stronger than the softest wind, / caressed and fanned my brow. / It made the trembling boughs / bend eagerly toward the shade / the holy mountain casts at dawn, / yet they were not so much bent down / that small birds in the highest branches / were not still practicing their every craft, / meeting the morning breeze / with songs of joy among the leaves, / which rustled such accompaniment to their rhymes.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XXVIII, 7 – 18)


                

              
 
            
 
            In the terrestrial paradise, the leaves of Eden’s forest rustle in a drone note beneath the birds’ melodious chirp, a sweet performance of Mother Nature – as God’s creation – that gracefully continues into the next canto (“E una melodia dolce correva per l’aere luminoso; onde buon zelo mi fé riprender l’ardimento d’Eva”; Purgatorio XXIX, 22 – 24). Here, in this ambience of lush nature and favourable elements, the wayfarers meet a mysterious lady423:
 
             
                 Come si volge, con le piante strette
 
              a terra e intra sé, donna che balli,
 
              e piede innanzi piede a pena mette,
 
                 volsesi in su i vermigli e in su i gialli
 
              fioretti verso me, non altrimenti
 
              che vergine che li occhi onesti avvalli.
 
                 e fece i prieghi miei esser contenti,
 
              sì appressando sé, che 'l dolce suono
 
              veniva a me co' suoi intendimenti.
 
            
 
             
              (As a lady turns in the dance / keeping her feet together on the ground, / and hardly puts one foot before the other, / on the red and yellow flowers / she turned in my direction, / lowering her modest eyes, as does a virgin, / and, attending to my plea, came closer / so that the sound of her sweet song / reached me together with its meaning.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XXVIII, 52 – 60)


                

              
 
            
 
            And yet, the pervasively peaceful feeling of this place differs from the intense joyfulness experienced in the Paradiso, instead resembling the calmness of pagan paradises such as the Elysian Fields or Arcadia, as described, for instance, in Virgil’s Eclogue IV. Indeed, Matelda overtly identifies the divina foresta in terms easily understood even by ancient Romans, much like the Golden Age which the classical poets imagined:
 
             
                 Quelli ch’anticamente poetaro
 
              l’età de l'oro e suo stato felice,
 
              forse in Parnaso esto loco sognaro.
 
            
 
             
              (Those who in ancient times called up in verse / the age of gold and sang its happy state / dreamed on Parnassus of perhaps this very place.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XXVIII, 139 – 141)


                

              
 
            
 
            This description brings a timid smile to Virgil’s and Statius’s lips. At this point, a sumptuous pageant of angels introduces the return of Beatrice, in a highly allegorical scene which culminates in Dante being accused and confessing to his betrayal of love. Once the confession is complete, Beatrice lifts the chin of a distraught and bearded Dante, while Matelda and four other ladies lead him to his baptism in the river Lethe. These ladies are traditionally identified with the four cardinal virtues, although the poet never makes plain this identification: Sowell observes that “L’Ottimo Commento (1333) was the first explicitly to equate the four ladies with these ‘virtù cardinali’, but it is an equation that has remained through seven centuries of commentary”.424 The description of the last portion of purgatory is a masterful portrait of beauty, youth, and rediscovered innocence that fills the pilgrim and the reader with a sense of wonder and peace, despite the dramatic tension of Beatrice’s accusation against Dante in Purgatorio XXX–XXXI.
 
            It is in this context of astonishment and sensorial stupor that Matelda appears, arousing the interest of many commentators. While her historical identification remains uncertain, in Purgatorio XXVII Matelda is foreshadowed in Dante’s dream with the figure of Leah, Rachel’s sister, and is usually understood to represent the active life, a connection also made clear in a passage from the Monarchia which glosses the dual purpose of happiness in the active life and the contemplative life. It is likely, then, that the two sisters who became Jacob’s wives (Genesis 29 – 30) prefigure Matelda and Beatrice, the former identified as happiness in this life, the latter as otherworldly beatitude. As Marcello Ciccuto suggests, Matelda and her earthly paradise prefigure “the other paradise”,425 a suggestion found once again in a passage from Dante’s Monarchia:
 
             
              Duos igitur fines providentia illa inenarrabilis homini proposuit intendendos: beatitudinem scilicet huius vite, que in operatione proprie virtutis consistit et per terrestrem paradisum figuratur; et beatitudinem vite ecterne, que consistit in fruitione divini aspectus ad quam propria virtus ascendere non potest, nisi lumine divino adiuta, que per paradisum celestem intelligi datur. Ad has quidem beatitudines, velut ad diversas conclusiones, per diversa media venire oportet.
 
            
 
             
              (Ineffable providence has thus set before us two goals to aim at: i. e. happiness in this life, which consists in the exercise of our own powers and is figured in the earthly paradise; and happiness in the eternal life, which consists in the enjoyment of the vision of God (to which our own powers cannot raise us except with the help of God's light) and which is signified by the heavenly paradise. Now these two kinds of happiness must be reached by different means, as representing different ends.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Monarchia III, xv, 7 – 8)


                

              
 
            
 
            The figure of Matelda – whom Singleton traces back to Astrea, the ancient Roman goddess of justice, and considers an unfallen Eve426 – remains enigmatic, not only because of the difficult and long-debated historical identification (assuming there is one and only one historical figure with whom she should be identified), but also because of the complex dynamic of the pilgrim’s desire and the ultimate significance of this episode as a prelude to the return of Beatrice. Peter Dronke proclaims that the pilgrim’s feelings are innocent at this juncture,427 and it is very possible that the significance of the scene hinges upon a new interpretation of the feeling of love experienced by both Matelda and the pilgrim. The latter’s perception that Matelda is in love with him, as she sings “like a lady touched by love” (“Cantando come donna innamorata”; Purgatorio XXIX, 1), does not in fact counterpose the pilgrim’s love to her own role as “the unfallen Eve, virginal, upright, completely uninterested in sex”.428 The pilgrim has now acquired a new understanding of love, which supersedes the erotic connotation of the Provençal and Cavalcantian models in order to be spiritually appropriate for its setting in the earthly paradise. We may now begin deciphering the meaning of Matelda’s song, an issue that has not received the critical attention it deserves, even as the poet conceals its precise words, creating a tension with the pilgrim’s desire to understand them:
 
             
              Dante’s wish, expressed at Purgatorio XXVIII, 48, to make out the words of Matelda’s song, is here granted. Few texts in the poem have been as poorly treated by the commentators as this one. The protagonist’s wish made us want to know what Matelda was singing; and here we learn that Dante now can make out her words. However, the poet does not tell us what she sang. It is at least possible that he expected us to puzzle out the identity of her song. No one has. Perhaps it is the Psalm to which she refers at verse 80, perhaps it is another song altogether. Our teachers, with only one exception, are silent, merely saying the obvious, that Dante understood what she was singing, and, with only the exceptions of Isidoro Del Lungo (comm. to verse 60) and Charles Singleton (comm. to verse 60), not even bothering to point out that the poet refuses to share this information with us. About all that can safely be said is that she probably sings a song that is kindred in spirit to the Psalm to which she later refers.429
 
            
 
            Dante the poet does not yet reveal the nature of Matelda’s song, because at this point in Purgatorio XXVII, as he is crossing the fiery threshold that leads into the earthly paradise, the mystery of this still unnamed woman is greatly poetic: in a rarefied atmosphere with shades from pastoral literature to the Dolce stilnovo, the pilgrim glimpses a woman dancing while she picks flowers in a scene reminiscent of the Golden Age as described by Ovid (Metamorphoses I, 107 – 113), as Matelda herself indicates in ll. 139 – 141, quoted above. It is a reference to the primal innocence of humanity, lost with the sin of Adam and Eve, but now recovered after an arduous ascent. Why does Matelda dance? And if her song becomes clearer to the pilgrim as she approaches him (“sì appressando sé, che ‘l dolce suono / veniva a me co’ suoi intendimenti” [“so that the sound of her sweet song / reached me together with its meaning”]; Purgatorio XXVIII, 59 – 60), why are we the readers not yet allowed to understand it? I believe that here the poet is playing with the reader’s identification with the pilgrim, keeping some important details hidden, only to reveal them gradually and stimulate the reader’s desire for further information. In addition, the construction of Matelda’s innocence, despite her seemingly erotic air (which tempts the pilgrim while refining and sublimating the feeling in a more spiritual direction), is a matter of performance: her behaviour, song, and dance progressively establish her as the perfect inhabitant of the Garden of Eden and the eventual officiant of the pilgrim’s baptism in the Lethe and Eunoè, a ritual that sanctions the moral legitimacy of the experience of love at this juncture of the poem.
 
            Scholars have noted important symbolism and intertextual references in this long and intense episode that stretches over six cantos, including the above-mentioned connections to the Cavalcantian pastourelle, to liturgical and scriptural texts, and to classical myths of erotic love: Matelda is compared first to Proserpina (XXVIII, 50) then to Venus (XXVIII, 65); a stream only three paces in width separates Dante from Matelda, and yet it is more odious to him than the sea of Hellespont was to Leander when it stood between him and Hero (XXVIII, 73). But if we are to accept that the pilgrim’s moral judgment can no longer err, as stated in Purgatorio XXVII, 140 – 141, then the yearning he now feels must be of a spiritual nature, a desire to understand the lyrics of the song. The performance, however, is far more than mere singing. Matelda performs in a variety of manners: she sings, dances, and officiates sacraments. Her dancing, accompanied by the angelic caribo of the seven Virtues (Purgatorio XXXI, 132), recalls the dancing women in ancient art and represents an important element in recreating the harmony between humanity and nature at the moment of creation, the perfection and balance that governed the cosmos and all the interactive relationships between its various components – soul and body, humans and gods, animals and environment, humans among themselves – and Vettori likens the figure of Matelda to that of Harmonia in Marziano Cappella’s De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii. Dance, the performative and physical element par excellence, is the final step toward the full acquisition of harmony which Dante receives through his encounter with Matelda, whose entire character exudes harmonic balance: her dancing movements, her singing, her gathered flowers, her sacramental rites, her explanatory words all work together to create a state of perfect equilibrium. Matelda thus represents a crucial component of the Edenic happiness which Dante recovers at the summit of purgatory.430
 
           
          
            4 Caroles in Heaven: The Saints Dance
 
            In the Paradiso the most famous Christian theologians combine dance, singing, and lighting effects in a divinely inspired performance that astonishes the pilgrim. Even the most important saints engage in caroles (Paradiso XXIV, 16 and Paradiso XXV, 99), a choreography rather popular throughout Europe, in which dancers held hands in a circle, facing inward, and spun around while singing.431 A significant precedent exists in Dante’s favourite book, Virgil’s Aeneid, in whose Canto VI Aeneas journeys to the otherworld and in the Elysian Fields sees the dead heroes dancing and singing among gymnastic events and banquets. Among these celebrated figures are Orpheus playing the lyre and Aeneas’s own progenitors – Ilus, Assaracus and Dardanus – taking part in a joyful and lively scene that might recall Dante’s encounter with Cacciaguida:
 
             
              His demum exactis perfecto munere divae
 
              devenere locos laetos et amoena virecta
 
              fortunatorum nemorum sedesque beatas
 
              largior hic campos aether et lumine vestit
 
              purpureo solemque suum sua sidera norunt
 
              pars in gramineis exercent membra palaestris
 
              contendunt ludo et fulva luctantur harena
 
              pars pedibus plaudunt choreas et carmina dicunt
 
              nec non Threicius longa cum veste sacerdos
 
              obloquitur numeris septem discrimina vocum.
 
              iamque fidem digitis, iam pectine pulsat eburno.
 
            
 
             
              (This at length performed and the task of the goddess fulfilled, they came to a land of joy, the pleasant lawns and happy seats of the Blissful Groves. Here an ampler ether clothes the meads with roseate light, and they know their own sun, and stars of their own. Some disport their limbs on the grassy wrestling ground, vie in sports, and grapple on the yellow sand; some tread the rhythm of a dance and chant songs. There, too, the long-robed Thracian priest matches their measures with the seven clear notes, striking the lyre now with his fingers, now with his ivory quill.)432
 
            
 
            While Virgil’s depictions in the Aeneid of heroes, priests and poets dancing and singing hymns in honour of Apollo in the Elysian Fields posed no theological or moral difficulties, Dante’s similar scene of the dance of the theologians in the Heaven of the Sun should rather be framed within the parameters of the theological, moral and lyrical traditions without which its bold artistic syncretism could hardly be understood. The religious tradition of the Middle Ages did not view dance favourably, considering it rather a devilish invention and an unseemly practice, one better suited to jesters and histrions than good Christian folk. The ecclesiastical authorities’ restrictions and suspicions about dance date back at least to the fourth century, when the Acts of John – in which Jesus is reported to have danced with the apostles the night before he was crucified – was excluded from the biblical canon. Sandra Pietrini effectively recapitulates the blame Christian writers had for the expression of bodily movement.433 But along with the negative examples of dancing (the dance of Salome in Matthew 14:6 and Mark. 6:22; the dance of the Israelites before the golden calf in Exodus 32:19), the Scriptures also offer positive examples (David’s joyful dance before the ark of the covenant in II Samuel 6:14 – 16; the dance of Myriam and the women of Israel in Exodus 15:21), which allowed for the parallel development of a more open attitude toward dance.
 
            The theologians’ and moralisers’ dislike of dancing has ancient roots – Augustine already commented negatively on the custom of dancing on the Sabbath (“melius enim utique tota die foderent, quam tota die saltarent” [it would certainly be better to toil all day than to dance all day]; Enarrationes in Psalmos XXXII, ii, 6) – and this religious sense of disapproval endured into Dante's time in Italy. The tradition of courtly dances was valued in secular social contexts – as can be appreciated in the Decameron and in the later treatises De arte saltandi et choreas ducendi by Domenico da Piacenza (ca. 1450) and De pratica seu arte tripudii vulgare opusculum by Guglielmo Ebreo da Pesaro (1463), up to its artistic consecration in the late sixteenth century in Thoinot Arbeau’s Orchésographie –, but friars and preachers maintained a strict attitude of chastisement towards dance, especially in Dante’s Florence: Domenico Cavalca’s Pungilingua (probably written after 1326 and before Cavalca’s death in 1341) admonished that “le vanità e le pompe vane […] sono ne’ balli sempre opera del diavolo; e questo si mostra in ciò che sempre ne’ balli si procede da mano manca, della quale, come dice il Vangelo, stanno i dannati” (“vanities and vain pomps […] in dances are always the work of the devil; and this is clear because dancers proceed moving to the left hand, where, as the Gospel says, stand the damned”).434 Stephen of Bourbon and Friar Giordano da Rivalto (also known as Giordano da Pisa, 1260 – 1311) reiterated the notion that the devil is responsible for the invention of dance.435 Thus, it is safe to assume that in Dante’s time, the prevailing theological attitude was one of general condemnation, especially in highbrow circles and among intellectuals and preachers, for whom popular forms of devotion involving bodily movement smacked of depraved pagan ritual and moral debauchery. However, sometimes poets and artists displayed an appreciation for the idea of saints and blessed souls dancing in rounds in heaven, as is the case with Beato Angelico’s fifteenth century painting of the Last Judgment.

            
              [image: ] 
                Fig. 10: Beato Angelico, The Dance of the Blessed.
 
                Detail of Giudizio Universale, 1425 – 1428, Florence, San Marco Museum.
 
             
            Forms of sacred dance flourished as a widespread aspect of popular devotion throughout Europe,436 but they should not be confused with the liturgy proper, which was regulated rather strictly to foster sobriety.437 Many documents, especially in France, banned “choreae”, “saltationes” and “ballationes” in churches because they were considered obscene.438 Prominent among these is the ban by Petrus Bertrandus, bishop of Autun, who in 1323 found himself having to proclaim an express prohibition of all dancing and singing in churches, cemeteries and processions: “nec in ipsis ecclesiis vel cimiteriis praesumant aliqui choreas facere, vel dicere cantilenas”.439 Such prohibitions, which recur from one century to the next,440 often focus particularly on women, who were banned from both singing and dancing, as we read for example in this Roman Council of 826: “Sunt quidam et maxime mulieres, qui festis ac sacris diebus atque sanctorum nataliciis non pro eorum quibus debent delectantur desideriis advenire, sed ballando et verba turpia decantando, choros tenendo ac ducendo, similtudine paganorum peragendo, advenire procurant”.441
 
            But the very frequency of these prohibitions and admonitions in statutes and councils indicates a certain persistence of such devotional forms. And since singing and dancing, especially among women, was much more widespread in both its religious and secular manifestations than medieval historiography has so far acknowledged,442 it seems quite important to discuss the fact that Dante not only has his saints and theologians dance; he has them dance like women. Thomas, Francis, and the other twenty-two doctors of the church “donne mi parver, non da ballo sciolte”, (“seemed to me like ladies, poised to dance”; Paradiso X, 79), while James joins the dance and chant of John and Peter “come surge e va ed entra in ballo / vergine lieta, sol per fare onore / a la novizia, non per alcun fallo” (“As a happy maiden rises and comes forward, / joining the dancers only to show honor / to the bride, not prompted by desire for display”; Paradiso XXIV, 103 – 105). Rather unsurprisingly, the caroles of the wise spirits in the Heaven of the Sun comprised one of the favourite scenes among the illuminators of Dante’s Paradiso.

            
              [image: ] 
                Fig. 11: Morgan Library, New York. MS M.676 (originating in Florence, 1345 – 1355), fol. 106r: Paradiso XIII. Purchased by J.P. Morgan (1867 – 1943) in 1923.
 
             
            The circling motion of the souls in the Heaven of the Sun (Paradiso X, 76 – 81; Paradiso XII, 22) takes on a metaphysical value that expresses the geometric and ontological perfection of the whole universe: not only is the universe structured around a three-dimensional, spherical geometric principle (indeed called celestial spheres, spere, as for example in Paradiso II, 64, Paradiso III, 51, Paradiso V, 128, Paradiso IX, 110, and Paradiso XXII, 62), but the vision of God at the end of Dante’s journey consists of the impenetrable form of three circles – Dante uses the term giri (Paradiso XXXIII, 116), which suggests a circular motion – of three different colours but of the same dimension spiralling (Paradiso XXXIII, 120) in perfectly synchronised circulation (Paradiso XXXIII, 127). It is precisely this geometric relationship of the “image to the circle” (Paradiso XXXIII, 137) that eludes the pilgrim’s rational mind until, thunderstruck by divine illumination, he too begins to spin “sì come rota ch’igualmente è mossa” (“like wheels revolving with an even motion”; v. 144) within the perfect inner harmony of desire and will. Dante utilises models of synchronic movement with a metaphoric language that alludes to fields such as clockmaking, music, physics, and geometry. His language embraces choreographic performance because Dante wished to exalt the semantic versatility of dance, ousting it from an exclusive and refined figural repertoire.443 We can start, then, from the bold simile in which Dante compares the apostle John to a happy virgin joining in the dance of Peter and James:
 
             
                 E come surge e va ed entra in ballo
 
              vergine lieta, sol per fare onore
 
              alla novizia, non per alcun fallo,
 
                 così vid’io lo schiarato splendore
 
              venire a’ due che si volgieno a nota
 
              qual conveniensi al loro ardente amore.
 
                 Misesi lì nel canto e ne la rota;
 
              e la mia donna in lor tenea l’aspetto
 
              pur come sposa tacita ed immota.
 
            
 
             
                (As a happy maiden rises and comes forward, / joining the dancers only to show honor / to the bride, not prompted by desire for display, / so I saw that now brighter splendor gliding / toward the two already whirling to the notes / most fitted to the ardent burning of their love. / He joined them there in singing and in dance, / and my lady, her gaze fixed on them, stood / as a bride stands, silent and motionless.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXV, 103 – 111)


                

              
 
            
 
            The enigma of dancing women, in addition to its appearance in the quote above, seems to become even denser when one considers the similes that equate the twenty-four wise spirits of the Heaven of the Sun with “ladies, poised to dance” (Paradiso X, 79) since they openly defy the prohibition which the ecclesiastical authorities had decreed with particular severity against female dancing. Prudentius speaks of lust as a “saltatrix ebria” (Psychomachia, v. 380), while John Chrysostom bluntly associates Salome’s dancing with the devil (though without explicitly naming the dancer): “ubi enim saltatio ibi diabolus” (Homiliae in Matthaeum, PG 58:491.3). Manuscript 10 A11 at the Meermanno-Westrenianum Museum in The Hague, which contains Augustine's De civitate dei, emblematises the infernal city with an image of two women dancing naked with two jesters and a devil, since the dancing of women was considered scandalous and, curiously, the term most often associated with debauched dancing in the late Middle Ages was “carola”, one that was particularly dear to and employed by Dante in the Paradiso.444 Stephen of Bourbon opens his invective against dancing with a warning that “timenda sunt mulierum consorcia […] maxime autem declinanda sunt loca in quibus fiunt choree, et ipse choree fugiende”,445 then relates the anecdote of a dancer who induces a holy man to sin and concludes that the inventor of such practices can only be Satan himself. Similarly, the Salterio de la reina María (British Library Royal 2 B VII, f. 166) contains images of a woman dancing with the devil.446 One could continue this train of examples with William Peraldo, Umberto di Romans, Thomas of Cantimpré, and others who raged against dancing, particularly if it involved women.447
 
            Still, these repeated prohibitions and admonitions hide a rather different reality: if there was a recurrent need to curb choreographed activity, it must evidently have been quite frequent, despite the open disapproval of institutions. Indeed, there are hymns such as “Jesu corona virginum”, originally attributed to Ambrose, in which Jesus is accompanied by dancing virgins (“Qui pascis inter lilia / Septus choreis virginum / Sponsas decorans gloria” [“He who feeds among the lilies / surrounded of dancing virgins / adorning brides with glory”]),448 sounding quite reminiscent of Matelda’s dance. The issue thus appears complex, and rather than ignore the religious and secular texts in which dance holds the function of celebrating the joy of life, one might instead find in them a helpful explanation for Dante’s simile paralleling the blessed with dancing women.
 
            An intellectual tradition that recognised a positive value of dance persisted throughout the Middle Ages, as John Freccero has masterfully illustrated.449 In the Platonic myths of the anima mundi and the chorea stellarum, later Christianized and absorbed into the Acts of John and Macrobius’s Commentary on Timaeus, the American scholar identifies the regulating principles of the Trinitarian choreography of Paradiso X, connecting the dance of the zodiac of the wise men to various astronomical texts from De consolatione philosophiae to Revelation.450 Paolo De Ventura cautiously distances himself from Freccero’s Platonising view, instead following in the footsteps of Paolo Cherchi and Selene Sarteschi and reading the performance of the Heaven of the Sun as a perichoresis, a concept borrowed from Anaxagoras and imported into the Christian world by Gregory of Nazanzus, which consisted in a sacred procession wherein the Trinity dances and gives life to the universe with its eternal circular motion.451 The choreographic forms of the wise spirits may well be a way of bringing the reader’s experience closer to the lofty figures of the Christian doctors,452 and this act of conflation in no way diminishes the sublimeness of the heavenly sphere. Rather, Dante’s goal is to provide access to the spiritual nobility of the wise through a sublimation of the more popular devotional forms, namely those of women’s dances.
 
            In the great dance sequences of the Heaven of the Sun and the angelic choirs, the word used to describe the action is tripudio. According to La Rue, the Latin word tripudium may mean: “(1) ‘dance,’ generally (and at times metaphorically, as in ‘dancing for joy’); (2) ‘rejoicing’ or ‘jubilation’ (du Cange); or (3) an auspicious omen in Roman augury rites, which overlaps in usage with the first two meanings from at least 100 to 15 BCE but is obsolete after ca. 400 to 600 CE”.453 The macro-sequence of Paradiso X–XIV has, moreover, been the subject of critical interest but with disparate approaches: some scholars have emphasised its “coherent musical and liturgical organicity”454 and have rightly observed that the choreographic element helps to offset the ineffability of the experience. John Secor sees a set of correspondences and parodic reversals between the dance of the three Florentine sodomites in Inferno XVI, the dance of the three virtues in Purgatorio XXIX, and the dance of Peter, John and James in Paradiso XXV.455 Others have taken their lead from a study by Vincenzo Borghini and view the dance of the Church doctors in Paradiso X–XIV as a sacred transposition of the secular ballad genre.456 Catelli and Cappuccio agree with the provenance of the ballad genre, but concede that the musical performance of Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure and the others is in fact a polyphonic piece of a sacred nature.457 And certainly, in support of this reading, one can cite the reference to the troubadour aubade, which becomes a sacralised version of lover’s song: in the call of the clock that summons the Church to mattinar, to celebrate its bridegroom (God), we see Dante’s strategy of rewriting the forms of secular poetry for a religious purpose:
 
             
                 Indi come orologio che ne chiami
 
              ne l’ora che la sposa di dio surge
 
              a mattinar lo sposo perché l’ami.
 
            
 
             
              (Then, like a clock that calls us at the hour / when the bride of God gets up to sing / matins to her bridegroom, that he should love her still)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso X, 139 – 141)


                

              
 
            
 
            By importing physical eroticism into the transcendent sphere, Dante creates throughout his Commedia a non-binary solution to the problem of love for a woman versus love for God which had previously characterised the European lyric tradition (Folquet de Marselha and Guittone d’Arezzo had enter monastic orders and recanted their previous production of love poetry, as Giacomo da Lentini also makes explicit in “Io m’aggio posto ‘n core a Dio servire”).458 Here, I believe, Barolini hits the mark when she argues for a synthetic conception of human and divine love in Dante’s poetry, and it is this synthesis which Dante criticism has so often missed, creating instead “a critical edifice the has never accommodated the eroticized language that Dante uses in paradise”.459 Dante’s poetics of love skirts the edge of paradox, unifying within the sharp teeth of love (Parardiso XXVI, 51) both the spiritual desire for God and the love for Beatrice (“foco ond’ io sempr’ ardo” [the fire in which I always burn]; Paradiso XXVI, 15). His poetics instead moves “Towards a Theology of Eros”,460 generating a synthetic view of divine love and human desire461:
 
             
              There is no doubt that Dante rejects the binary opposition of divine love and human desire posited by Nygren and that he offers a sophisticated and nuanced vision of the Augustinian synthesis that Nygren critiqued. However, Dante’s unified theory of desire has not fared well in the critical reception, and Dante commentaries and readings have not proved up to the task of accepting and preserving the poet’s insistence on paradox.462
 
            
 
            The dance of the wise spirits, quoted above, is a case in point, and in order to make it poetically credible, Dante constructs it as an extraordinary composition of music, dance, and techné which shocks the reader with its beauty and complexity. It is a scene that boasts ancient origins, beginning with pagan Salic dance463 and ending with the choreae and tripudia that, in defiance of prohibitions, sometimes accompanied sacred songs in churches in the late Middle Ages. The custom of performing dances with celebratory and recreational functions in places of worship persisted in various parts of Europe: Yvonne Rokseth shows how, at Notre Dame, young people were allowed recreational moments of dancing and singing in church, especially during the long celebrations of Christmas and Easter, and she informs us that in Paris the ban on dancing in church was waived precisely to prevent young people from falling into temptation; thus, thirteenth-century Parisian clerical youth “sautillait en cadence, en chant des morceaux latins”,464 mixing Latin songs with dance. The Cartulaire de l'église de Notre Dame de Paris  attests that these extra-liturgical manifestations were tolerated especially on the days of St. Catherine and St. Nicholas.465 This was in accordance with the thinking of influential theologians whom Dante counted among the dancers in Paradiso X, such as Albert the Great who admitted the social utility of dance, instrumental music and theatrical genres as emotional outlets:
 
             
              Delectationes autem quidem sicut cantoria, viellatoria, tripudia, saltatoria, tragoedia, et comoedia, et hujusmodi, quas oportet politicum sufficienter praeordinare, ut omnis civis jucundus apud civem in delectabilibus liberalibus inveniatur.
 
            
 
             
              (But politicians should organize in a certain measure entertainments such as singing, dancing, dances, tragedies, and comedies, and the like, which, so that every citizen may find pleasure among citizens in liberal pleasures.) 466
 
            
 
            In the wake of Albert, Bonaventure similarly absolved the act of dancing itself by referencing the story of Myriam in Exodus 15:21. He instead condemned her manner only when it was lewd and her intent when it was provocative:
 
             
              Dico igitur, quod ludus chorearum non esto malus secundum se, sicut pater de sorore Moysi, Exodi decimo quinto, sed fit malus quadruplici de cause scilicet propter modum, quando est modus lascivus; propter finem quando fit ad provocandum libidinem; propter tempus, ut non fiat tempore tristitiae; propter personam, ut non fiat a persona religiosa […] His enim quatuor de causis possunt male fieri et fiunt; his exclusis bene possunt fieri.
 
            
 
             
              (I say, therefore, that the entertainment of dancing is not evil in itself, as it is said in the fifteenth of the Exodus about the sister of Moses, but it can be evil in four cases, depending on the cause or manner: if the manner is lascivious, or with a certain goal, if it is done to provoke lust; depending on the circumstances, if it takes place during a time of sadness; depending on who performs it, if it is performed by a religious person  […] For these four reasons, dancing can be and indeed is evil. Aside from these, it may well be done.)467
 
            
 
            The circular dances of the clerics were distinguished from those of the common people, the latter being closer to the buffoonish displays of street histrions, although in twelfth- and thirteenth-century documents the most commonly used Latin term for such dances was tripudium,468 the same term Dante employs in Paradiso XII, 22. Among the numerous manuscript illuminations depicting dancing clerics, one of the best known is on f. 428r of the Magnus Liber Organi (Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Plut. 29.1), a manuscript containing Notre Dame polyphony, produced in Paris around 1250 and belonging to Piero de Medici from 1456:
 
            
              [image: ]
             
            Fig. 12: Magnus Liber Organi, f. 428r, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Plut. 29.1, Florence.
 
            This image shows five tonsured clergymen, one of them probably a Franciscan friar with a cassock, all of whom are holding hands and looking into each other’s eyes. This illustration has spurred musicologists to assert that the sacred motets that follow were intended to be accompanied by song and dance.469 It is significant that this miniature of dancing monks decorated such an elegant codex containing hundreds of polyphonic motets from the Notre Dame school. The twenty-eighth volume of the Analectica Hymnica Medii Aevi collects verses of liturgical offices, among them several rhymed Latin texts that refer to dancing accompanied by sacred chant.470 In the parallel canto of Purgatorio, David had become “trescando, alzato, umile salmista” (“There the humble psalmist leaped in dance”; Purgatorio X, 64): the exemplum of humility there served as an appropriate counterbalance for the sin of pride purged on the first terrace. But the wise men in the Heaven of the Sun dance for a different reason471: they express jubilation through physical movement and joyful song. In heaven these performative arts serve a primarily gratulatory and encomiastic purpose, expressing the laus dei with a kind of individual and collective frenzy which at the same time accommodates both the liturgical and theatrical dimensions.472
 
            Dante confidently mixes theological elements with the vernacular love lyric tradition, and at times includes the style and formulas of popular devotion, from which the poet might have gathered inspiration for the portrayal of kingly figures or wise spirits dancing. For example, Giuseppe Ledda points to a song by the Florentine Francesco Ismera Beccanugi (“Per gran soverchio di dolor mi movo”, contained in the codices Riccardiano 2846 and Chigiano L. VIII. 305),473 which depicts dancing in a positive light, even in the context of a plazer: “donne e donzelle in danza gire a tresca” (women and damsels dancing going to the dance).474 This might may have a connection to David’s dance in Purgatorio X, 65, based on the use of the word tresca, which according to Ledda serves – both here and in Dante – to illustrate the psalmist’s humiliation through a form of folk dance.475 A group of women dancing would of course be appropriate in a secular setting, and iconographic evidence for it abounds in medieval Tuscany, as seen for example in Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s fresco of women singing and dancing among the effects of good government in the Sala dei Nove in Siena’s town hall476:
 
            
              [image: ]
             
            Fig. 13: Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Allegoria ed Effetti del Buon Governo, 1338 – 1340, detail. Sala della Pace, Palazzo Pubblico di Siena.
 
            The dichotomy between the female dancer as temptress, and the female dancer as an example of virginal virtue who inspires faith, stems from biblical archetypes embodied by Salome and Myriam.477 Lorenzetti’s is clearly a scene of urban and secular sociality which has nothing liturgical or licentious about it. But alongside the pictorial and literary representations of aristocratic social recreations, increasingly widespread and accepted since the 1330s, Maurizio Padovan also notes Andrea Bonaiuti’s fresco of maidens dancing in the garden of love in the Cappellone degli Spagnoli (Florence, Santa Maria Novella), an element of the militant and triumphant Church (1365 – 1368) and an allegorically sacralised scene.478

            
              [image: ] 
                Fig. 14: Andrea Bonaiuti, Militant and Triumphant Church, Cappellone degli Spagnoli (Florence, Santa Maria Novella, 1365 – 1368).
 
             
            Bonaiuti’s example is still a far cry from Dante’s allusions to femininity in a sacred dance context: the quoted passages from Purgatorio and Paradiso exalt and sublimate the choreographic element, making it the point at which spirit and sensuality are joined. Precisely because the theological virtues and the saints of paradise are performing the dances, and because these performances take place in a context from which all impudence is by definition banished, there is no opposition between sensual bodily movement and agape. Dante plays transgressively with the notion of Oneness in paradise, conflating the genders in a single dance.479 These celestial dances only express, to quote Curt Sachs, “purity and magnificence, uninfluenced by worldly exhibition and corporality”.480 But the idea that a mystical dance could express religious fervour would have been familiar to the poet of the Commedia through the lyrical tradition of Franciscan mysticism. A lauda which the manuscript Riccardiano 1119 (f. 193b) attributes to Jacopone da Todi, but is more likely spurious, expresses the frenzy of the fire of divine love in tones of yearning:
 
             
              Ciascuno amante che ama il signore
 
              Venga a la danza cantando d’amore.
 
              Venga danzando lieto innamorato
 
              Disiando quello che già l’ha creato,
 
              Di amor ardendo il cor tutto infocato
 
              Sia trasformato di grande fervore.
 
                 Infervorato dall’ardente foco,
 
              Come impazzito che non trova loco,
 
              Christo abracciando nol abbracci poco,
 
              Ma in questo gioco si li strugga il core.
 
              Lo cor si strugge como al foco il ghiaccio,
 
              Quando col mio Signor dentro m’abraccio;
 
              Gridando amor, d’amor si mi disfaccio,
 
              Con l’amor giaccio com’ebrio d’amore
 
            
 
             
              (Let each lover who loves the Lord / Come to the dance, singing of love. / Let them come dancing happily in love, / Desiring Him who has created them, / Let the heart all inflamed with burning love / Be transformed with great fervour. / Inflamed by the burning fire, / Like a madman who can find no rest, / Let them embrace Christ and not just a little, / But in this play let their hearts burn. / The heart melts like ice in fire, / When I am inside the embrace of my Lord; / Crying out my love, I am undone with love, / With love I lie, as if drunk with love)481
 
            
 
            The sublimated love rhetoric enriches the poetry with the paradoxical integration of eros into agape, maintaining the tension of desire and intoxication which Prudentius explicitly condemned in association with dancing, even in its physical dimension, as is typical of courtly poetry. This lauda is echoed by another, attributed to Ugo Panziera, in MS 168 of the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze (f. 29r), but elsewhere attributed to Jacopone da Todi:
 
             
              Una rota se fa in cielo
 
              con tucti santi in quel giardino,
 
              la dove sta l’amor divino
 
              che lli infiamma dell’amore.
 
              In quella rota vanno li sancti
 
              con l’angely tucty quanty,
 
              a quello sposo stanno davanty
 
              et tucty danzano per amore.
 
              In quella rota e un’allegranza
 
              de uno amore desmisuranza,
 
              tucti vanno ad una danza
 
              per amor del Salvatore.
 
            
 
             
              (A wheel is done in heaven / with all the saints in that garden, / where divine love resides / and inflames them with love. / In that wheel the saints spin / with the all the angels, / they stand in front of that bridegroom et they all dance for love. In that wheel and joy of one love immeasurable, / everyone joins the dance / out of love for the Saviour.)482
 
            
 
            The reference to the wheel of saints and the mystical excess of divine love, inexpressible in words, anticipates Paradiso X’s theme of ineffability, with music and dance reaching where language cannot. The long text of this lauda / ballad presents St. Peter and St. John (in fact both John the Baptist and John the Evangelist), if not quite feminised as in Dante’s Paradiso XXV, nevertheless rejuvenated and ennobled by the dance itself and the garlands, by virtue of their capacity as lovers (of Christ and the Church), thus through an intense and ennobling love:
 
             
              Amendue li san Giohannj
 
              son vestiti ad novj tagli,
 
              àndo tante belle gerlande
 
              perché forono grandy amatory […]
 
            
 
             
              Chi vedesse sancto Pietro
 
              che pareva che fusse anticho
 
              egli è sì iniovenito
 
              che pare che sia un garzone483
 
            
 
            In addition, the “Regina pretiosa” chant contained in the early fourteenth-century manuscript Banco Rari Palatino 18 of the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale in Florence depicts the divine court, with all the saints and evangelists taking part in songs and dances:
 
             
              la ’ve sonno li vangelista e Marco e Luca
 
              et sonnvi tucti i santi
 
              che fanno i dolçi canti
 
              davanti alla regina fanno dança
 
            
 
             
              (where the evangelists Mark and Luke,
 
              and all the saints
 
              are singing sweet songs
 
              and dancing before the queen)484
 
            
 
            And again, in the same collection, chant No. 95 (“Canto novello e versi co laudore”) reproposes the same scene of joyful, choreutic celebration with angels and saints involved in a dance, this time with a remark about the beautiful features of the angels, which makes the act even suppler:
 
             
              A Cristo son davanti,
 
              cantando dolzi canti
 
              con gli angeli exultando;
 
              et tucti li altri sancti,
 
              per li lor be’ sembranti,
 
              vanno co llor danzando,
 
              giamai non cessando di laudare
 
              la sancta Trinitade, un Deo verace;
 
            
 
             
              (They stand before Christ
 
              singing sweet songs
 
              and rejoicing with the angels;
 
              because of their beautiful features,
 
              all the other saints
 
              dance with them,
 
              and never cease to praise
 
              the holy Trinity, the one true God)485
 
            
 
            The Laudario Fiorentino, which was in use by the Company of Santo Spirito in Florence and represents “the sole musical witness to the rich tradition of monophonic lauda singing in the vernacular”,486 contains several laude dedicated to female saints,487 and many songs are interspersed with reference to women as obkects of veneration (“Ben son degne d’onore / e di laudar tuct'ore / le vergine sacrate” [The sacred virgins / are truly worthy of honor / and praise at every hour])488 with songs and dance.
 
            These lyrical precedents establish an evocative parallel between spiritual reality and the courtly world through the sublimation of complementary earthly models, such as music and dance,489 thus allowing Dante to locate his own choreography within a tradition that poetically justifies its presence while allowing the poet to outperform his antecedents with greater artistry. An additional element within this performative mixture is the sentiment of “frenzy for Christ”, already expressed in the above-mentioned “Ciascuno amante” (“infervorato dall’ardente foco / come impazzito”), which invites the faithful to dance in order to experience the excess of divine love (“chi vòle entrare en questa danza / trova amor d’esmesuranza”), a paradox endorsed in the context of the “stultitia propter Christum” which Jacopone da Todi depicts in “Senno me par e cortesia / empazzir per lo bel Messia”. This leads Dante to recover the intensity of desire and the madness of love without repeating the fol’amor that had led Guittone of Arezzo to abandon love poetry and equate amor with folor, an error which Dante himself had committed.490 The closest model to Dante’s representation of spiritual frenzy for God is perhaps represented in two separate ballads by Guittone, whose influence stretches all the way to the Commedia:
 
             
              XXXIX
 
              Vegna, vegna – chi vole giocundare
 
              e a la danza se tegna!
 
              […]
 
              Or venite, venite e giocundate,
 
              sponse del mio Signore e donne mie,
 
              e de tutt’allegrezza v’allegrate,
 
              amando lui de pur cor ciascun die.
 
              […]
 
              Tegna, – tegna, chi cher pene, penare,
 
              e a Tua danza non vegna.
 
            
 
             
              L
 
              Ora vegna a la danza,
 
              e con baldanza – danzi a tutte l’ore
 
              chi spera in voi, Amore,
 
              e di cui lo cor meo disia amanza.
 
              Oh, quanto è dilettoso esto danzare
 
              in voi laudare, – beata Maria!
 
              E che maggior dolcezza e dilettore
 
              Ch’aver di voi, Amor […]491
 
            
 
            In the first poem, “Vegna, vegna” (Ballad XXXIX of the Egidi edition, Laterza 1940), Guittone invites women to join in the dance for the Lord with a pure heart. The other ballad, “Ora vegna a la danza” (numbered L by Egidi), is accompanied in the Codex Palatine 418 (formerly Banco Rari 217) on f. 58v by a miniature illustrating two women and two men dancing:
 
            
              [image: ]
             
            Fig. 15: Banco Rari 217 (olim Pal. 418), f. 58v, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Florence.
 
            The participation of women in these mystical dances cannot fail to arrest our attention, if we consider the profoundly formative role of Guittone’s poetry, despite Dante’s repeated and ostentatious poetic condemnations of his aretine predecessor (De vulgari eloquentia I, xiii, 1 and II, vi, 8; Purgatorio XXIV and XXVI). Barbi and Maggini note – as do Foster and Boyde and Moleta – the stylistic debt which Dante’s early lyrics and the Vita nuova owe to Guittone,492 but Teodolinda Barolini has shown that the influence of the Aretine was also present in the rime petrose, the moralistic canzoni and the Commedia, spanning well beyond the two overt mentions in the critical mise en abyme of Purgatorio XXVI.493 Indeed, precisely in its correspondence with Paradiso XI and XII we see a Guittonian antecedent in the panegyrics of St. Francis and St. Dominic, since Guittone also wrote poetic eulogies for these saints.494 More recently, Tristan Kay spoke openly of Dante’s “Oedipal anxiety” toward Guittone, noting that his hostility betrays and unmasks a thematic, structural, and stylistic debt.495 But let us return for a moment to Barolini’s suggestion that the praise of the saints in Paradiso XI and XII may be influenced by Guittone. Indeed on closer inspection, “Maraviglioso beato”, Guittone’s praise of Dominic, has left a deep influence on Paradiso XII, beginning with Dante’s recurring metaphor of Dominic as a cultivator of Christ’s garden and vineyard, which finds its direct ancestry in Guittone’s verses: “Agricola a nostro Signore / non terra ma core – coltando” (A tillerman for our Lord / he tilled no land, but the heart).496Dante’s remarkable repetition of the metaphor that later governs the entire canto, even to the point of employing the same word, represents an evident textual marker confirming the Guittonian inspiration behind his own praise of Dominic:
 
             
                 Domenico fu detto; e io ne parlo
 
              sì come de l’agricola che Cristo
 
              elesse a l’orto suo per aiutarlo
 
            
 
             
              (He was called Dominic, and I shall speak of him / as that laborer chosen by Christ / to help him dress and keep His garden.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XII, 70 – 72, emphasis added)


                

              
 
            
 
            And to continue, Dante extends the onomastic argument to the saint’s parents, grounding its veracity in the coincidence of meaning and signifier:
 
             
                 Oh padre suo veramente Felice!
 
              oh madre sua veramente Giovanna,
 
              se, interpretata, val come si dice!
 
            
 
             
              (O happy father, indeed Felix! / O blessed mother, indeed Giovanna, / if, rightly construed, her name means what they say!)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XII, 79 – 81)


                

              
 
            
 
            The names of Dominic’s parents mean “happy” and “God’s grace” (Bosco-Reggio), thus they truly are happy and God’s grace, according to the medieval etymological practice that “li nomi seguitino le nominate cose” (“names are the consequences of the things they name”; Vita Nuova XIII, 4), and therefore the signifier reflects in itself the essence of the signified. Dante’s tercet closely follows the Guittonian form with its invocation of the true meaning given by the name:
 
             
              O vero Domenico […]
 
              O nome ben seguitato
 
              e onorato – dal fatto,
 
              Domenico degno nomato,
 
              a Domino dato
 
            
 
             
              (O truthful Dominic
 
              O well-fitting name
 
              and honoured by facts
 
              O Dominic worthily named
 
              given by the Lord)497
 
            
 
            Guittone’s laudatory formula, therefore, posits that Dominic’s name means “given by the Lord” (a Domino dato), a grammatical structure which Dante corrects because “Dominicus” properly means “of the Lord”, a possessive indicating belonging rather than provenance (which would be ablative: a Domino) as the Aretine would have it:
 
             
                 e perché fosse qual era in costrutto,
 
              quinci si mosse spirito a nomarlo
 
              del possessivo di cui era tutto.
 
                 Domenico fu detto […]
 
            
 
             
              (And, that he might be known as what he was indeed, / a spirit from Heaven came and named him / from the possessive form of Him whose he already was. / He was called Dominic […])
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XII, 67 – 70)


                

              
 
            
 
            The similarities between these two praises do not end here: both positively highlight Dominic’s role as the “paladino” (“champion”; Paradiso XII, 142) of the church against “gli sterpi eretici” (“the tangled weeds of heresy”; Paradiso XII, 100), which Guittone expressed thus, “a la Chiesa tu defensione / e forte campïone / […] t’ha per socorso noi dato”. Dante censors Guittone and rewrites the latter’s praise of Dominic, thus occupying the place of the “sommo laudatore” invoked by the Aretine who, in a demonstration of rhetorical humilitas, declares himself perhaps unworthy to express Dominic’s praise:
 
             
              Forse ch’io perdo tacere,
 
              poi non so compiere – aonore:
 
              ché vertù di tanto savere
 
              sommo chere – laudatore.
 
            
 
             
              (Perhaps I am missing an opportunity to remain silent, / since I do not know how to finish honorably: / indeed the power of such wisdom / requires a supreme praiser)498
 
            
 
            Dante does not pass up the opportunity to fill that role and surpass Guittone with his own praise of Dominic, entrusting it to the retelling, or stage directions, of St. Bonaventure.
 
            Guittone’s ballad “Beato Francesco, in te laudare” instead praises the saint of Assisi, and while the connections with Paradiso XI may seem less evident here, in the only manuscript that has handed them down to us (Laurenziano Rediano 9 ff.50 r–51v), the two poems are found one after the other, just as the hymns containing the tributes to the two saints follow one another in Dante’s Paradiso. What is more, they immediately precede the aforementioned ballad “Vegna, vegna – chi vole giocundare”, in which Guittone invites women to dance for the Lord in a display of holy fervour that has nothing of the sensual about it, but everything of the devotional impulse that unites women with Christ and men with the Church.
 
            Thus, in the light of religious and courtly lyric traditions, one can better understand the religious ardour that authorises the choreutic – that is, having to do with dance – performance of the wise men and the apostles in heaven, but also the bold rhetorical strategy that, by reversing the genders of the dancers, sublimates the erotic charge of the dance into the mystical fervour of women in love with Christ, as the wise men and the saints are in love with the Church. On the top of mount Purgatory, the burning love that consumed the pilgrim as he eagerly awaited reunion with his Beatrice (“conosco i segni dell’antica fiamma”; Purgatorio XXX, 48) not only translates but transfigures the meaning of the Virgilian verse with which Dido, in her new love for Aeneas, foreshadowed the condemnation that would lead her to suicide. The flame of Dante’s love for Beatrice is similar to the love of the angels dancing around Mary, the “pacifica Orifiamma” (Paradiso XXXI, 127) that makes Dante’s eyes strong and ardent (Paradiso XXXI, 142). It is a new kind of love, without eros but not without fire, just as the dance of the blessed and the apostles in paradise is a new kind of choreographic art, without debauchery but not without beauty and momentum. Nevertheless, the poet of the Commedia can achieve such heights of writing, with such a syncretism of the various arts, only “from within”: that is, not by recusing but by recovering and transforming pre-existing poetic models.
 
           
          
            5 Gender Inversions in Performance
 
            Several key figures in the Commedia are at times presented with a gender inversion: Virgil is depicted as a father (Purgatorio XXX, 50) as well as a mother (Inferno XXIII, 38); Beatrice acts as a figura Christi and an accomplished theologian throughout the Paradiso, and her portrayal as an admiral (Purgatorio XXX) stands as a counterpart to the pilgrim’s earlier depiction as a shipwreck victim (Inferno I, 23) who can barely swim to shore. Even more strikingly, the singing wisemen in the Heaven of the Sun are said to be like “ladies poised to dance” (Paradiso X, 79), while St. John joins the song of Peter and James, moving with them in a circle “as a dancing maiden” (Paradiso XXV, 104).
 
            Paolo De Ventura proposed to use the Bible as a possible source to explain this unusual simile in Paradiso X. In Proverbs 8. 26 – 31, Sapientia is presented as a dancing maiden. De Ventura, capitalized on Paolo Cherchi and Selene Sarteschi’s interpretation of that dance as divine perichoresis: the interpenetrating circulation of the Three Persons in the Trinity.499 Such an explanation appears quite convincing for Paradiso X, where the wheel of dancing wisemen/ladies is likened to the morning song of a Bride to her husband; nevertheless, it fails to explain the instances of gender inversion in Paradiso XXV or the role of Beatrice as a doctor theologiae.
 
            Indeed, gender reversals and transgressions are a mimetic device often employed in Dante’s work.500 As Schnapp notes, the matter of gender inversion in rhetoric was a serious one, often condemned, as happened in Alanus de Insulis’ De planctu Naturae501:
 
             
              Si demonstrando virum dicimus hanc, aut demonstrando mulierem dicimus hunc, fit soloecismus . . . Sed soloecismus est vicium inexcusabile. Ergo in talibus sermonibus erit vicium inexcusabile, non ergo figura.
 
            
 
             
              (If in designating a man we say hanc (or her) or if in designating a woman we say hunc (or him), we are committing a solecism . . . But a solecism is an inexcusable error. Therefore an inexcusable error, not a figure of speech, will be evident in all such manners of speaking.)502
 
            
 
             
              nulla figure honestate illa constructionis iunctura vicium poterit excusare sed inexcusabili soloecismi monstruositate turpabitur.
 
            
 
             
              (this [unnatural] bond and union will not be able to pass off its defect as if it were some sort of honest lor respectable] figure, but will bear the stain of monstrous and impardonable solecism).503
 
            
 
            However, from the twelfth century onwards, a progressive “feminization of religious language” takes place across Europe,504 progressively reassessing the scandal of sexual solecism within the system of Roman rhetoric, inaugurating what Jeffrey Schnapp called, in contrast with Alan’s carnivalesque cosmogony, a “paradisiac masque”.505 Schnapp envisioned the matter of gender inversion within the linguistic and literary framework of the feminine vernacular as opposed to the masculine Latin506: as the novel and androgyne textuality of the Commedia and of Beatrice’s guide as opposed to the classical and male textuality of the Aeneid and of Virgil’s world; and as a representation of the Commedia’s status as an impure linguistic artifact and generic hybrid.
 
            In a more recent reading in the wake of Judith Butler’s critique of the ontological performativity of gendering,507 Catherine Adoyo argued that the gender inversions in the Commedia challenge established tropes of gender performativity, and that Dante’s text “neutralizes conventionally gendered portrayals of his muse and guide”.508 While Adoyo’s critique aims at a certain strain of modern Dante commentators, I believe that the provocativeness of the text would also surprise and force a critical stance upon its early readers, considering that even today the similes of gender inversion might appear bizarre or undignified.509 If picturing Beatrice as an admiral and Virgil as a mother may indeed destabilize the traditional reference points of patriarchal authorities, the images of St. John as a dancing maiden (Paradiso XXV, 104) and the theologians as ladies poised to dance (Paradiso X, 79) definitely explode and upend the highly gendered medieval system of authority.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          Chapter five. Theatre, Dance, and Polyphony in the Paradiso.
 
        
 
         
           
            
              
                    	 
                      Che la Commedia abbia una componente drammatica, o meglio francamente teatrale, è ormai un'acquisizione della critica dantesca […]
 
                       
 
                      (That the Commedia has a dramatic and outright theatrical component, is now recognized in Dante Studies […])510
 

              

            
 
          
 
          
            1 The Sky as Theatre
 
            In a recent essay titled “Performing Salvation in Dante’s Commedia”, Albert Ascoli referred to musical performance and more specifically to the two contrapuntally paired but metaphysically oppositional songs “In exitu Israel de Aegypto” and “Amor che nella mente mi ragiona” in Purgatorio II, eliciting and addressing
 
             
              the question of “performance”, broadly understood as the point of intersection between authorship and readership, as between Dante-poet and his narrative projection as Dante-personaggio and pilgrim […] for the Dante of the Commedia the dramatization of the performance of poetic song ultimately reveals a process of “performative” becoming in which poet-“singer” enacts and embodies the substance of his composition. In the process, I expect to shed some new light on the perennially problematic relationship between theology and poetry, truth and fiction, in the Commedia.511
 
            
 
            The opposition between the two songs and, therefore, the two roles of music in the Purgatorio is a debated matter, but if we must base our reading on the quantitative analysis of which music is performed in the second canticle, it is clear that sacred music is superior to secular music. Dante inscribes both genres in Canto II, on the one hand including his own “Amor che nella mente mi ragiona”, on the other juxtaposing the psalm “In exitu Israel de Aegypto” as a side track to the musical performance of his own secular canzone. If Casella’s song, sternly rebuked by Cato, has proven intrinsically extraneous to the purgatorial environment – precisely because the realm of purgation is best filled with penitential sacred songs – musical performance in the Paradiso often appears in conjunction with dance, paired in such a way as to mirror the diadic fusion of theology and poetry, truth and fiction, as highlighted at the end of Ascoli’s quote. It is only through dramatisation, sonorisation, and performative treatment that such theological and aesthetic obstacles can be overcome. To compose his masterpiece, Dante drew extensively upon the performative acts and unwritten traditions of his time. His compositional technique incorporated such elements as acting, singing, and dancing, filtering and absorbing them in his art. Dante’s conscious use of theatrical, choreutic – that is, having to do with dance and bodily movements – and musical elements in his narrative poetry is in line with the inclusive diversity of his style. The performative representations in his poem serve the purpose of exemplifying all aspects of the otherworld, employing elements from the grammatical to the syntactic, lexical, or generically expressive that would reflect his real-life experience and make sense of heterogeneous contents.512
 
            Ascoli is not alone in viewing performance as a key category in Dante’s afterlife: Alberto Casadei’s Dante. Altri accertamenti e punti critici contains a chapter titled “Il cielo come teatro: un’immersione completa nel canto XXIII del Paradiso”, which broaches the following question:
 
             
              Che cosa aveva intenzione di farci immaginare Dante, scrivendo il ventitreesimo canto del suo Paradiso? Gli strumenti linguistico-stilistici, integrati da opportune indagini intra e intertestuali, sono gli unici adeguati per un’analisi critica, oppure se ne possono adottare altri, che per esempio riescano a dar conto degli effetti accertabili e valutabili di questo testo ma anche, almeno in parte, della sua inventio?
 
            
 
             
              (What did Dante intend for us to imagine when he wrote the twenty-third canto of his Paradiso? Are linguistic-stylistic tools, supplemented by appropriate intra- and intertextual investigations, the only ones adequate for a critical analysis? Or can others be adopted to give an account of the ascertainable and measurable effects of this text but also, at least in part, of its inventio?)513
 
            
 
            Dante’s inventio in this canto, continues Casadei, would focus on finding the appropriate stylistic mode to allow readers to imagine the ineffable matter of paradise, and namely, in Paradiso XXIII, the triumphs of Christ and Mary.514 While Casadei’s discussion utilises the metaphors of heaven as theatre515 and sacred representation516 as exquisitely literary analogies – identifying Dante’s method of contemplation as intellectual, following Auerbach’s truth of the rational doctrine517 – I believe he hit the mark by denouncing the insufficiency of the linguistic and stylistic tools of poetry for describing paradise, and pointing to the notion of “blending/metaphorisation”518 as the fundamental cognitive principle in this canto, a process akin to the “performative becoming” referenced by Ascoli, in which the poet-“singer” enacts the substance of his composition. Casadei borrows this phenomenon from cognitive science and defines it as the biological-cognitive tendency to connect elements that are in themselves perceived independently, and to merge them into new conceptual fields. More specifically, it is the creation of images and metaphorical fields suitable for designating and segmenting what we define as real or imaginary. This potential can be found at the level of brain activity, within the formation of thought, but is certainly extrinsic in the linguistic-semiotic domain.519 Cognitive science might therefore help us to understand why the author of the Paradiso decided to create a poetic representation of heaven imitating the action, dance, and music of a live performance: the vision of the triumph of Christ and Mary leads to an excessus mentis, a Pauline raptus as discussed by Augustine, Aquinas, Bonaventure, and Richard of St. Victor, which causes memory itself to fade:
 
             
                 la mente mia così, tra quelle dape
 
              fatta più grande, di se stessa uscìo
 
              e che si fesse rimembrar non sape
 
            
 
             
              (my mind, grown greater at that feast, / burst forth, transported from itself, / and now cannot recall what it became.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXIII, 43 – 44)


                

              
 
            
 
            In order to salvage whatever is possible to recall, and to compensate in part for the failure of rational language to represent the sublime, the poet describes the sky as a theatre, that is as a space for performance, with an audience (the pilgrim and, through him, the readers), and a fugue of multiple stages, the heavens, where the action unfolds, even conceding a modicum of defeat in his representation, since “figurando il paradiso / convien saltar lo sacrato poema” (“And so, in representing Paradise, the sacred poem must make its leap across”; Paradiso XXIII, 61 – 62).
 
            Paradiso XXIII is a mystical canto, and as Teodolinda Barolini notes, it avoids a traditional narrative line and instead produces a fractured plot. It is a Canto fraught with anti-narrative textual components:
 
             
              The antinarrative textual components of Paradiso XXIII – apostrophes, exclamations, metaphoric language, and affective similes – are used by the poet to fracture his text; moments of plot are interrupted by an apostrophe, exclamation, or lyrical simile, deployed as a means of preventing a narrative line from forming.520
 
            
 
            Paradiso XXIII can also be understood as an “icon” of the entire third canticle as it shows its substantial aspect in an “intratextual figuralism”,521 because it prefigures the empyrean with its reiterated refusal to convert into words the content of the vision (Paradiso XXIII, 61 – 63; Paradiso XXIV, 25) and with the instance of excessus mentis (Paradiso XXIII, 44 – 46). Canto XXIII, and in general the poetry of Paradiso, employs music and circular dancing to offset the limitations of verbal language, creating the illusion of a theatrical spectacle to which the pilgrim and the poem’s readers are a privileged audience.
 
            In this grandiose staging that resembles and indeed claims to be truth, the heavens transform into a theatre in which a sacred drama unfolds522: the shimmering forms of the blessed appear in the limelight, before the eyes of the pilgrim who is protected by a shade, as if he were in a theatre stall:
 
             
                 Come a raggio di sol, che puro mei
 
              per fratta nube, già prato di Fiori
 
              vider, coverti d'ombra, li occhi miei;
 
                 vid' io così più turbe di splendori,
 
              folgorate di sù da raggi ardenti,
 
              sanza veder principio di folgóri.
 
            
 
             
              (As, lit by the sun’s rays streaming / through broken clouds, my eyes, / sheltered by the shade, once saw a field of flowers / so now I saw a many-splendored throng / illuminated from above by blazing rays, / but could not see the source of all that brightness.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXIII, 79 – 84)


                

              
 
            
 
            The ineffable visions cause the poetic fibre to come apart at the seams, creating holes in the narrative. In Paradiso I, 10 – 27 the poet had already expressed the challenge of his divine subject matter and the inadequacy of human language to recount the vision (as well as his memory’s deficiency in recalling it), but here the verbal “holes” become explicit and apparent:
 
             
                 e così, figurando il paradiso,
 
              convien saltar lo sacrato poema,
 
              come chi trova suo cammin riciso.
 
            
 
             
              (And so, in representing Paradise, / the sacred poem must make its leap across, / as does a man who finds his path cut off.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXIII, 61 – 63)


                

              
 
            
 
            As the narrative fabric of the poem is systematically unravelled, the poet continually comments on the pitfalls of narrating heaven and its overwhelming blocks, choosing to make narrative “jumps”.523 Paradiso XXIII takes place in the Heaven of the Fixed Stars or the Crystalline, the Eighth Heaven and final physical layer of the universe with celestial bodies still visible to the human eye, a sort of limen between the visible and the invisible. The Crystalline is therefore a heaven of transition from what is discernible from earth to what is only perceivable with the metaphysical investigation of the mind, “dal vedere all’invisibile, dalla corporeità all’immaterialità, a ciò che sta interno alle potenze del mondo” (“from seeing to the invisible, from corporeality to immateriality and is intrinsic to the powers of the world”),524 because the poet is now approaching a completely different nature: that of Revelation and Incarnation. In the Crystalline heaven Christ, Mary and all the blessed converge to meet with the pilgrim and manifest themselves in their visible consistency.525 At this critical juncture, Dante’s use of musical and choreographical performance acquires a special meaning, that of bridging the gaps inevitably left by the shortcomings of poetry. It is therefore no coincidence that what enthrals the mind of the pilgrim in this canto and sets into motion the double musical triumph (triple, if we include that of St. Peter in ll. 136 – 139) is the invocation of the name of Mary (“Il nome del bel fior ch'io sempre invoco” [“The name of the fair flower I invoke”]; Paradiso XXIII, 88), introduced in the narrative with all its resounding corporeality. Readers are compelled to sound out that name in their minds: as in the devotional practice of the lauds, the invocatio nominis Mariae represents a powerful form of prayer. In Paradiso XXIII, the name Mary is vocalised on the lips and in the ears of the reader, and the act of reading ceases to be merely a mental one. Reading out loud was the norm in antiquity, as historians of reading explain, and it was only in the fifth century that the practice of silent reading started to take hold. An account by St. Augustine about St. Ambrose suggests that the Milanese Church Father might have been one of the earliest silent readers in western civilisation, and if silent reading became common practice in scriptoria from the ninth century onwards, it was probably not until the turn of the fourteenth century that the transition from exophasic (voiced) to endophasic (internal, silent) reading had become the dominant custom in Europe.526
 
            Thus, the threefold textual occurrences (ll. 111, 126, and 137) of the name of the Virgin resound in a Hail Mary performed by the entire heavenly court, with a melody supernaturally sweet like that of a lyre (l. 100):
 
             
                 Qualunque melodia più dolce suona
 
              qua giù e più a sé l'anima tira,
 
              parrebbe nube che squarciata tona
 
                 comparata al sonar di quella lira
 
              onde si coronava il bel zaffiro
 
              del quale il ciel più chiaro s'inzaffira.
 
                 «Io sono amore angelico, che giro
 
              l'alta letizia che spira del ventre
 
              che fu albergo del nostro disiro;
 
                 e girerommi, donna del ciel, mentre
 
              che seguirai tuo figlio, e farai dia
 
              più la spera supprema perché lì entre».
 
                 Così la circulata melodia
 
              si sigillava, e tutti li altri lumi
 
              facean sonare il nome di Maria.
 
            
 
             
              (The sweetest melody, heard here below, / that most attracts our souls, / would seem a burst of cloud-torn thunder / compared with the reverberation of that lyre / with which the lovely sapphire that so ensapphires / the brightest heaven was encrowned. / “I am angelic love and I encircle – the exalted joy breathed from the womb / that was the dwelling place of our desire, / and I shall circle you, Lady of Heaven, / until you follow your Son to the highest sphere, / making it the more divine because you enter”. / Thus that circling music, sealing itself, / came to its conclusion, while all the other lights / made Mary’s name resound.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXIII, 97 – 111)


                

              
 
            
 
            In line 128, the noteworthy circular song performed here is specifically identified as “Regina Caeli”527: “‘Regina celi’ cantando sì dolce, / che mai da me non si partì ‘l diletto” (“singing Regina celi with such sweetness / that my feeling of delight has never left me; Paradiso XXIII, 128 – 9). A Marian antiphon to be sung at Compline during Eastertide, it was composed, according to a medieval legend,528 by Pope Gregory the Great. Porena (Comm. ad loc) has argued that at this juncture only the first line of the Marian antiphon is sung, and that no reference to Christ’s resurrection is intended here; instead, this Regina celi only exalts Mary’s worthiness to reascend to the highest place in the universe. However, Hollander (ad loc.) glosses that if Dante had meant for his readers to consider only the first line of a song, he would have given us a clue as to where the text was interrupted, as he did in Purgatorio XXX, 83 – 84, and therefore we are to imagine the entire hymn being performed.
 
            Another question that arises from these lines concerns the meaning of the expression circulata melodia: is it merely a way of evoking Gabriel’s circular motion as he dances and sings around Mary, or is it a clue to the nature of the melody itself? Raffaello Monterosso believes with “almost absolute certainty”529 that we should imagine the circulata melodia as a specific rather than generic musical description: not merely the singing of the angel rotating around the Virgin, as explained by most commentators, but instead a form of counterpoint called rondellus, or rota, a famous example of which is the thirteenth-century polyphonic English canon Sumer is icumen in (oldest version in MS Harley 978 of the British Library, folio 11v). 

            
              [image: ] 
                Fig. 16: From the British Library Collection, Ms. Harley 978, folio 11v.
 
             
            If Monterosso is correct, this song for Mary would be performed as an endless circular canon, with the same melody repeated over and over by different souls. It would be quite tempting to embrace this interpretation, but one difficulty is posed by the fact that “Regina Caeli” was primarily sung as a choral antiphon, with no known canon or rota setting in the Middle Ages. It is true, however, that lines 109 – 111 of Paradiso XXIII suggest a responsorial performance, with the multitude of the blessed sounding the name of Mary in response to the angel’s verse. Corresponding to this episode is Paradiso XXXII, with Gabriel’s homage to the Virgin in the heavenly rose:
 
             
                 e quello amor che primo lì discese,
 
              cantando «Ave Maria, gratïa plena»,
 
              dinanzi a lei le sue ali distese.
 
            
 
             
              (and the loving spirit that had first descended, / singing “Ave Maria, gratia plena”  / hovered before her with his wings outspread.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXXII, 94 – 96)


                

              
 
            
 
            Gabriel’s singing of Hail Mary in Paradiso XXXII also completes and realises the performance that never truly took place in Purgatorio, where God’s bas reliefs had merely suggested the vocalisation that remained forever frozen in stone:
 
             
                 e avea in atto impressa esta favella
 
              «Ecce ancilla Deï», propriamente
 
              come figura in cera si suggella
 
            
 
             
              (And in her attitude imprinted were / the words: “Ecce ancilla Dei” / as clearly as a figure stamped in wax.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio X, 43 – 45)


                

              
 
            
 
            As to the “Regina celi” in Paradiso XXXII, if a responsorial performance is to be heard in this song, it might also take the form suggested by Gino Casagrande,530 and based on the Enciclopedia Cattolica.531 According to Casagrande, the song that truly underlies the Heaven of the Fixed Stars is Alleluia, which is not explicitly quoted in these cantos, but remains nonetheless one of the nodal points from which Dante’s poetry springs and whose meaning is an invitation to praise God.532 The singing of Alleluia, which concludes the Sanctus, constitutes the responsory of “Regina celi”, and we know that Beatrice regularly performs it: she only interrupted her singing of Alleluia in order to task Virgil with Dante’s rescue (“Tal si partì da cantare alleluia” [“One briefly left her song of hallelujah”]; Inferno XII, 88). Allelujah is linked with the eighth name of God,533 and we might wonder if it is merely coincidence that the narrative alludes to the eighth name in the eighth heaven. Indeed, several of the late medieval lexicographers discuss the relation of the Hebrew name of God (Yahweh) to the final syllable of Alleluia, -ia (or rather “Alleluya” in compliance with the spelling in medieval treatises): Papias, Uguccione da Pisa,534 and Johannes Balbus de Janua (John of Genoa) all treat this topic. Furthermore, in the musical tradition the final syllable -ia often served to introduce a jubilus: a long, melismatic embellishment expressing joy and praise of God. Music here seems to provide the unified diegetic pattern which the narrative cannot do: Gabriel’s “circulata melodia” may also be a mise-en-abyme of Paradiso XXIII as a whole and of the non-narrative textuality of Paradiso which Canto XXIII thematizes, a unity which Barolini had identified in the narrative macroenjambement of Paradiso XXIII and XXIV,535 but which, I argue, possesses a distinctively musical character.
 
           
          
            2 Circular Motion, Circular Songs
 
            In Paradiso XXIII sound is linked to the image, and the image is that of angelic love, an abstract concept in motion which is not described in a concrete or corporeal way, but which only appears as immaterial, disembodied energy (“‘Io sono amore angelico che giro’” [“‘I am angelic love and I encircle’”]; l. 103). We do not visualise an object in motion, but rather the incorporeal and yet powerful circling music (“circulata melodia”; l. 109) coming from the torch (“facella”; l. 94) then accompanied by the chorus of the blessed. The insistence on the lemmas giro/girare (ll. 96, 103, 106) and cerchio/circulare (ll. 95, 109) textually supports the image of music in motion, far more than a mere aesthetic effect. The circle is the symbolic figure of pure perfection, as is evident from the final vision of God, whose Trinitarian essence is represented in the form of three concentric circles, identical but of different colours (“tre giri / di tre colori e d'una contenenza” [“there appeared to me three circles / having three colors but the same extent”]; Paradiso XXX, 116 – 117).
 
            In the Heaven of the Fixed Stars, the performance continues with the striking simile of a mechanical clock formed by the various blessed souls, spinning like the flywheels of an ancient timepiece: in these devices, the clockwork motion was transmitted from the engine through a flywheel and smaller gear wheels. The smaller wheels, placed around the central, larger flywheel, spun faster, and indeed St. Peter, who will later examine Dante on his Faith, is one of these spinning souls whose rapid circulation is accompanied by a divine song that vanishes from the poet’s memory:
 
             
                 E come cerchi in tempra d'orïuoli
 
              si giran sì, che ‘l primo a chi pon mente
 
              quïeto pare, e l’ultimo che voli;
 
                 così quelle carole, differente –
 
              mente danzando, de la sua ricchezza
 
              mi facieno stimar, veloci e lente.
 
                 Di quella ch'io notai di più carezza
 
              vid' ïo uscire un foco sì felice,
 
              che nullo vi lasciò di più chiarezza;
 
                 e tre fïate intorno di Beatrice
 
              si volse con un canto tanto divo,
 
              che la mia fantasia nol mi ridice.
 
                 Però salta la penna e non lo scrivo:
 
              ché l'imagine nostra a cotai pieghe,
 
              non che ‘l parlare, è troppo color vivo.
 
            
 
             
              (And as wheels in the movements of a clock / turn in such a way that, to an observer, / the innermost seems standing still, the outermost to fly, / just so those dancers in their circling, / moving to a different measure, fast or slow, / let me gauge their wealth of gladness. / From the dancer I made out to be most precious / I saw come forth a flame so full of joy / that not one there produced a greater brightness. / Three times it circled Beatrice, / its song so filled with heavenly delight / my phantasy cannot repeat it. / And so my pen skips and I do not write it, / for our imagination is too crude, as is our speech, / to paint the subtler colors of the folds of bliss.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXIV, 13 – 27)


                

              
 
            
 
            The different speeds of the souls mark a difference in the level of their blessedness (ll. 16 – 19): they move faster or slower according to their varying degrees of beatitude, because unlike lower heavens (those of the planets, Moon to Saturn), the upper heavens (Crystalline, Primum Mobile and Empyrean) do not group the souls by their specific merits or level of beatitude. The blessed dancers carole in circles, with a choreography comparable to that described in the Heaven of the Sun, where the simile of a clock comprised of the twenty-four dancing wise spirits (Paradiso X, 139 – 148) mirrors the musical clock of Canto XXIV. Both clock images employ the word tempra, one of whose meanings is specifically musical (“chord”), and it suggests the polyphonic nature of these heavenly songs (see below). It is unclear how many souls are involved in the performance described in Paradiso XXIV, but the main protagonist of this canto is undoubtedly St. Peter, who questions Dante on matters of faith, and when the pilgrim answers satisfactorily Peter circles him three times with his song (“benedicendomi cantando, / tre volte cinse me” [“blessing me as he sang, / the apostolic light […] encircled me three times”]; Paradiso XXIV, 151 – 152). Dante describes the sound of the celestial court as a melody which is only sung in heaven filling the spheres (which figuratively renders the circularity of the song):
 
             
                 Finito questo, l’alta corte santa
 
              risonò per le spere un «Dio laudamo»
 
              ne la melode che là sù si canta.
 
            
 
             
              (My words ended, the high and holy court resounded / through all its starry spheres with “Lord, we praise you” / with such melody as is only sung above.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXIV, 112 – 114)


                

              
 
            
 
            The musical and metaphysical message encoded in the fact that the song performed “ne la melode che la sù si canta” raises questions about the nature of these celestial performances. And which song, exactly, is it? Monterosso and Casagrande mention the possibility that it could be “Te laudamus Domine”, a communion song that is sung during Mass on the fourth Sunday after Epiphany536; or it might be the Te Deum, which the pilgrim has already heard in Purgatorio IX, 141 and which was far more popular and widely performed. Most commentators, however, seem to entertain no doubt that the hymn sung here is indeed the latter, and if it is so, the descriptive line 114 seems to distinguish this paradisiacal performance from its analogue in the Purgatorio, not only through the language of the quotation, but through its inherently musical elements. The Te Deum heard over the screeching hinges of the gates of purgatory was disturbed by that metallic “thunder”, while here the song is executed in solemn purity. The “melody only sung above” could be an indication of polyphonic performance, as polyphony only takes place in the third canticle of the Commedia,537 or could merely refer to the superhuman beauty of the performance. Or, as Casagrande suggests, line 114 could indicate an antiphonal performance comprising “Dio laudamo” as the initial verse and Alleluia as the responsory, and “Dio laudamo” might be an Italian translation not of Te Deum, but of the Hebrew Alleluia. The verse “ne la melode che là sù si canta”, continues Casagrande,538 has all the vowels of “Alleluia”. If that were the case, the Hebrew word of praise to God would resonate in every song of the Heaven of the Fixed Stars, as all of them (“Sperent in te”, “Santo, Santo, Santo”, and “Al Padre, al Figlio, a lo Spirito Santo”) end with an Alleluia.
 
            Based on the definition from Peter Lombard’s Sentences, St. James’s questioning on the theme of hope in Canto XXV follows Peter’s interrogation on faith, in an imitation of the scholastic method. The whole canto is marked by the celebration of this theological virtue which the pilgrim declares he took from the book of psalms:
 
             
                 «Sperino in te», ne la sua tëodia
 
              dice, «color che sanno il nome tuo»:
 
              e chi nol sa, s’elli ha la fede mia?
 
            
 
             
              (“Let them have hope in you”, he declares / in his god-song, “those who know your name”.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXV, 73 – 75)


                

              
 
            
 
            Dante’s neologism teodìa–which comprises the Greek word ὠδὴ, or ‘song’–is a superior version of the salmodìa in Purgatorio XXXIII, 2 (Barolini, comm. on Paradiso XXV), and it designates the musical essence in the poetry of the psalms, once again with emphasis on the invocatio nominis (of God, this time), which is a salvific element in this context. Dante lists two texts, the Psalter and James’s epistle, as the source of his undying hope, but from the use of the word teodìa, we can infer that the musical performance of the psalms played a large role in keeping hope alive for a man who had lost everything. Hope is indeed the governing principle of the entire canto, from the very opening tercet expressing the poet’s desire that he may one day return to Florence on account of his poetic merit, to the pilgrim’s definition of hope and its source in response to the Galician saint. Susanna Barsella has shown how the poetic merit for a work of the highest quality, grants the pilgrim hope, following James’ very maxim that “by works a man is justified, and not by faith alone” (“Videtis quoniam ex operibus iustificatur homo et non ex fide tantum” James 2:24).539 Dante invokes versicle 11 from Psalm 9, which was sung at matins on Sundays, first in Italian (ll. 73 – 74), then in Latin (l. 98), and in this second occurrence the heavenly hosts join the choir, still dancing in a circle:
 
             
                 E prima, appresso al fin d'este parole,
 
              «Sperent in te» di sopr’ a noi s’udì;
 
              a che rispuoser tutte le carole.
 
            
 
             
              (At once, as soon as these words ended, / “Sperent in te” was heard above us, / to which all circles of the blessed responded.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXV, 97 – 99)


                

              
 
            
 
            It is no surprise that hope consumes so much space in this canto, and the situation has been compared and contrasted with that in the Garden of Eden, when Beatrice finishes reprimanding the pilgrim and the angels begin singing Psalm 30, also on the theme of hope, but must interrupt their song abruptly:
 
             
                 Ella si tacque; e li angeli cantaro
 
              di sùbito «In te, Domine, speravi»;
 
              ma oltre «pedes meos» non passaro
 
            
 
             
              (Then she fell silent and at once / the angels sang: “In te, Domine, speravi”, / but did not sing past “pedes meos”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Purgatorio XXX, 82 – 84)


                

              
 
            
 
            There, on top of Mount Purgatory, Beatrice “refuses Dante the consolation of hope until he has drunk to the dregs the full cup of sorrow for his sins”,540 while in Paradiso XXV everything has changed and Beatrice herself proclaims Dante a child of hope.541
 
            It is at this point that a third saint enters the stage: John, joining in the dance and song of Peter and James, makes his intrat with the startling likeness of a maiden who honours the bride:
 
             
                 E come surge e va ed entra in ballo
 
              vergine lieta, sol per fare onore
 
              a la novizia, non per alcun fallo,
 
                 così vid’ io lo schiarato splendore
 
              venire a' due che si volgieno a not
 
              qual conveniesi al loro ardente amore.
 
                 Misesi lì nel canto e ne la rota
 
            
 
             
              (As a happy maiden rises and comes forward, / joining the dancers only to show honor / to the bride, not prompted by desire for display / so I saw that now brighter splendor gliding / toward the two already whirling to the notes / most fitted to the ardent burning of their love. / He joined them there in singing and in dance)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXV, 103 – 109)


                

              
 
            
 
            The remarkable gender inversion in John’s theatrical entrance parallels the simile “come donne non da ballo sciolte” (Paradiso X, 79) which brands the wise spirits in the Heaven of the Sun. As described more thoroughly in the previous chapter, Dante uses the simile of the female figure as a paragon of choreographic grace, defying a long tradition that inhibited womanly dancing. The representational boldness of such a scene can be traced to the traditions of courtly and Franciscan lyric poetry. It was Franciscan culture that introduced mystical dance as an expression of ardent faith into lauds, processions, and public displays of devotion. Traces of this fervour can be easily identified in the literary output of Ugo Panziera and Jacopone da Todi, and, for within the courtly tradition, that of Guittone of Arezzo. A spiritual lauda from BCNF codex Palatino 168 (c. 29r) presents the exceptional ineffability that compels the author to an irrepressible devotional dance in its mystical momentum:
 
             
              Nollo pensai giamai 
 
              Jesu di dançare alla dança 
 
              ma lla tua innamorança 
 
              Jesu ci fara giocondare.
 
            
 
             
              Nollo arei pensato
 
              ch’adivenir potesse
 
              d’essere sì ’nfiammato
 
              ch’io mi ci aprendesse;
 
              ma ll’amor del beato
 
              sì mmi sforçò et disse
 
              ch’io non mi sottraesse
 
              di dançare alla dança:
 
              nella tua innamorança
 
              Giesu/ci farai giocondare.
 
            
 
             
              Non vi maraviglaite
 
              se alla dança dançai;
 
              colli dolci mie’ frati
 
              sì mmi mossi et andai,
 
              poi dissi: «Innamorati,
 
              non dançate ora mai».
 
              Già non mi ricordai
 
              s’ i’ fu’ entrato alla dança;
 
              tanto senti’ allegrança
 
              Jesu/non si potria contare.
 
            
 
             
              (I had never thought / Jesus, of dancing the dance / but out of love for you / Jesus we will rejoice. // I would have never imagined / this could happen / to be so inflamed / that I could take to it; / but the love for you / forced me and commanded me / to not shy away / from dancing the dance: / out of love for you / Jesus we will rejoice // Do not marvel / if I danced the dance; / with my sweet brothers / I moved and joined in, / then I said: “Lovers, / stop dancing”. / I did not remember / whether I had joined the dance. / I could not retell / how happy I felt.)542
 
            
 
            Though as Francesco Zimei notes, the register of this lauda is somewhat apologetic, as if to dispel possible moral suspicions, the subject is clear543: ardent love for God is inexpressible in human language and must be performed through dancing and song. It is but one of the many examples testifying to the lively Franciscan mysticism that conjoined charity and performance. Following a tradition that originated in fifteenth-century copies of Augustine’s De civitate dei, late medieval manuscript illuminators often paralleled carole dancers and flagellants, juxtaposing the two performances to show that the processions of flagellants are just as much “theatre” as are the caroles danced in the courts.544 And “carole”, we should remember, is a recurring word in Dante’s Paradiso, used to indicate the dance of the blessed: for Dante and for highbrow culture of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, dance was substantially different from movement understood more generically; the dances of the blessed in the Paradiso are a sort of entelechy, the result of dynamic patterns that were first formed in the two previous canticles.545 Thus, the three saints, representatives of the Christian theological virtues, dance before Beatrice in Paradiso XXIV–XXVI, just as the personified Virtues had in Purgatorio XXIX, 121 – 129. And Peter, James, and John are the quintessence of those three virtues, so much so that they question the pilgrim precisely about Faith, Charity, and Hope.
 
           
          
            3 Jubilus and the Praise of God
 
            The paramount issue of expressing the highest feelings of joy through praise is inextricably tied to the question of ineffability that impedes the poet from adequately describing paradise, for which Dante includes a disclaimer at the beginning of the third canticle:
 
             
                 Nel ciel che più de la sua luce prende
 
              fu' io, e vidi cose che ridire
 
              né sa né può chi di là sù discende;
 
                 perché appressando sé al suo disire,
 
              nostro intelletto si profonda tanto,
 
              che dietro la memoria non può ire.
 
                 Veramente quant' io del regno santo
 
              ne la mia mente potei far tesoro,
 
              sarà ora materia del mio canto.
 
            
 
             
              (I was in that heaven which receives / more of His light. He who comes down from there / can neither know nor tell what he has seen, / for, drawing near to its desire, / so deeply is our intellect immersed / that memory cannot follow after it. / Nevertheless, as much of the holy kingdom / as I could store as treasure in my mind / shall now become the subject of my song.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso I, 7 – 12)


                

              
 
            
 
            As is plain to see, the matter of poetic representation is directly connected with desire, which draws the otherworldly voyager close enough to the object of his spiritual longing that his memory and intellect fail. How, therefore, can one sing of the joys of paradise? Early Christian doctors such as Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, and Cassiodorus (Psalm 104, in PL 70:742) had realised that the ecstatic joy accompanying the praise of God cannot be expressed in words:
 
             
              Jubilus dicitur, quod nec verbis, nec syllabis, et nec litteris, nec voce potest erumpere aut comprehendere quantum homo Deum debeat laudare.
 
            
 
             
              (By the term jubilus we understand that which neither in words, nor syllables, nor letters nor speech is it possible to express or comprehend how much man ought to praise God.)546
 
            
 
             
              Qui iubilat, non verba dicit, sed sonus quidam est laetitiae sine verbis: vox est enim animi diffusi laetitia, quantum potest, exprimentis affectum, non sensum comprehendentis. Gaudens homo in exsultatione sua, ex verbis quibusdam quae non possunt dici et intellegi, erumpit in vocem quamdam exsultationis sine verbis; ita ut appareat eum ipsa voce gaudere quidem, sed quasi repletum nimio gaudio, non posse verbis explicare quod gaudet […] Quando laudamus quod dici non potest
 
            
 
             
              (One who jubilates does not speak words, but it is rather a sort of sound of joy without words, since it is the voice of a soul poured out in joy and expressing, as best it can, the feeling, though not grasping the sense. A man delighting in his joy, from some words which cannot be spoken or understood, bursts forth in a certain voice of exultation without words, so that it seems he does indeed rejoice with his own voice, but as if, because filled with too much joy, he cannot explain in words what it is in which he delights.)547
 
            
 
            The textlessness of such joyful manifestations, however, was not explicitly associated with liturgical performance until Amalarius of Metz (ninth century), and it was Hugh of St. Victor (twelfth century) who described the jubilus as a specific chant over the final portion of the Alleluia during the Mass.548 In the late Middle Ages most theologians associated the jubilus (or sometimes iubilum in the neuter) with a specifically liturgical expression of spiritual joy, meant to compensate for the insufficiencies of verbal language with song. These theologians proposed a musical practice of singing inarticulate syllables to express the greatest happiness a human mind can achieve, the jubilus:
 
             
              Significat iubilum qui in fine antiphonarum varia eiusdem non significatione vocis fieri, solet, ad ineffabilem celestis vite designandum beatitudinem, quae nulla voce significari potest.
 
            
 
             
              (Jubilum is what is usually sung at the end of the antiphons without the meaning of words, in order to express the ineffable bliss of the heavenly life, which cannot be expressed by any word.)549
 
            
 
            The jubilus may perhaps find its origins in glossolalia, a practice of voicing pure sound without words, widely employed by early Christians as a form of speechless and often musical prayer (Acts 2:4; 1 Corinthians 14:27 – 28). Robert Hollander suggests that when Cacciaguida speaks his second utterance to a bewildered Dante, he might indeed be using glossolalia, or Adam’s speech:550
 
             
                 Indi, a udire e a veder giocondo,
 
              giunse lo spirto al suo principio cose,
 
              ch'io non lo 'ntesi, sì parlò profondo;
 
            
 
             
              (Then, a joy to hear and a joy to see, / the spirit added to what first he said / words so profound I could not understand them.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XV, 37 – 39)


                

              
 
            
 
            Dante’s ancestor will later express his prophecy “per chiare parole / e con preciso latin” (“in plain words and with clear speech”; Paradiso XVII, 34 – 35), but when he speaks out of joy at the sight of his offspring, his speech must necessarily be
 
             
                 […] a udire e a veder giocondo,
 
              giunse lo spirto al suo principio cose,
 
              ch'io non lo ‘ntesi, sì parlò profondo;
 
                 né per elezïon mi si nascose,
 
              ma per necessità, ché ‘l suo concetto
 
              al segno d’i mortal si soprapuose.
 
            
 
             
              (Then, a joy to hear and a joy to see, / the spirit added to what first he said / words so profound I could not understand them. / Nor did he hide his thoughts from me by choice / but by necessity, for his conceptions / were set beyond our mortal limit.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XV, 37 – 42)


                

              
 
            
 
            This obscurity of language is certainly connected to the loftiness of Cacciaguida’s thought, but it is significant that his utterance is one of joy (“a udire e a veder giocondo”). Elsewhere, Dante had referenced the insufficiency of language to describe infernal horror in Inferno XXXII, 1 – 6, and examples of incomprehensible speech famously appear in the first canticle, on the deformed lips of Plutus (Inferno VII, 1) and Nimrod (Inferno XXXI, 67), but the context, meaning, and sounds are of course completely different from the incomprehensible utterances of paradise. The hymn sung in Paradiso XIV, 124 – 126, of which the pilgrim can only distinguish the words “Resurgi” and “vinci”, is one of joyful praise and allows the poet’s dictation to approach divine truth (Paradiso XIV, 136 – 139), precisely on account of its linguistic impenetrability.
 
            Other theological sources relay that a song of joy should comprise the term Alleluia, prolonging the syllables over melismas and with delightful sounds:
 
             
              Canitur ergo alleluia post graduale, canticum laetitiae, post luctum poenitentiae, et summopere nitentes exprimere magnitudinem consolationis, quae reposita est illis, qui nunc lugent, jubilamus magis quam canimus, unamque brevem digni sermonis syllabam in plures neumas, vel neumarum distinctiones protrahimus, ut jucundo auditu mens attonita repleatur, et rapiatur illuc, ubi «sancti exsultabunt in gloria, laetabuntur in cubilibus suis».
 
            
 
             
              (Alleluia is then sung after the gradual, as a song of joy, after the lamentation of penitence, and making a big effort to express the greatness of the consolation which is in store for those who mourn; in doing that, we rejoice, more than sing, and prolong one short syllable of an important text into several neumes, or divisions of neumes, so that the astonished mind is filled with delightful sound and raptured to that place where “The saints shall rejoice in glory: they shall be joyful in their beds”.)551
 
            
 
            More specifically, such musical utterances are intended to fill the gaps caused by the limitations of verbal language and of the human mind (often with interpolations of new words as a mnemonic device to memorise long embellishments):
 
             
              Verbum est breve, sed longo protrahitur pneumate. Nec mirum, si vox humana deficit ad loquendum, ubi mens non sufficit ad cogitandum.
 
            
 
             
              (The word is short, but it is drawn out in one long breath. No wonder if the human voice fails to speak, when the mind is not sufficient to think.)552
 
            
 
            And Peter Damian (1007 – 1072) – the Benedictine monk and cardinal whom Dante fashions into a protagonist in the Heaven of Saturn (Paradiso XXI) – had written the glory of an eternal sunny day in paradise precisely in terms of a polyphonic iubilum (the word organa indicated a form of simplified, early polyphony even in Peter Damian’s time) titled “De Gloria Paradisi”: “Novas semper harmonias vox meloda concrepat / Et in iubilum prolata mulcent aures organa” (“a melodious voice resounds in novel harmonies / and long polyphonies delight the ears with iubilum”; Blume and Dreves 1898: 67, my translation).
 
            In the late Middle Ages, the singing of Alleluia was so popular that it became a specific genre with its own rules: jubilus became the technical term to indicate a long melisma, especially on the last syllable of Alleluia or the first syllable of Amen. Alleluia and Amen are mentioned by Isidore of Seville (Etymologiae VI, xix, 20 – 21) as two of the words that are sung in heaven, and they indeed resound in Purgatorio XXX, 15 and Paradiso XIV, 62 respectively. If a chant of Alleluia is absent from the Paradiso, a constant evocation of Alleluia is nonetheless pervasive in heaven, and particularly in the sphere of the Fixed Stars.
 
            In Paradiso XXVI, Dante once again answers John’s examination on love in the most satisfactory manner, now that he is an accomplished bachelor in the theological virtues. What follows is a celebration of the pilgrim’s self-conscious ability to love through Beatrice’s performance of the Trisagion hymn with the rest of the blessed:
 
             
                 Sì com’ io tacqui, un dolcissimo canto
 
              risonò per lo cielo, e la mia donna
 
              dicea con li altri: «Santo, santo, santo!»
 
                 E come a lume acuto si disonna
 
              per lo spirto visivo che ricorre
 
              a lo splendor che va di gonna in gonna,
 
            
 
             
              (As soon as I was silent, the sweetest song / resounded through that heaven, and my lady / chanted with the others: “Holy, holy, holy!” / As sleep is broken by a piercing light / when the spirit of sight runs to meet the brightness / that passes through its filmy membranes)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXVI, 67 – 72)


                

              
 
            
 
            The Sanctus hymn, originally appearing in the Scriptures (Isaiah 6:3 and Apocalypse 4:8), was and still is a part of the chants for the Ordinary Mass, while also included in the Te Deum. It is fitting to recall here the description of a majestic four-voice setting of this hymn in Giacomino da Verona’s De Ierusalem Celesti, which Dante might have known from his multiple and prolonged stays at the Scaligeri court:
 
            
                
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Lì fa tante alegreçe
 
                    	 
                      queste çente bïae
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      De canti e de favele,
 
                    	 
                      le quale e’ v’o’ cuitae,
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Ke’l par ke tutto ‘l celo
 
                    	 
                      e l’aere e le contrae
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Sia plene de strumenti
 
                    	 
                      cun vox melodïae
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Ke su boche mai
 
                    	 
                      per nessun tempo cessa
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      De laudar la sancta
 
                    	 
                      Trinità, vera maiestà,
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Cantando çascaun
 
                    	 
                      ad alta vox de testa
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      «Sanctus sanctus sanctus»
 
                    	 
                      façando grande festa
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Mai no fò veçu
 
                    	 
                      nemai no se verà,
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      De nexun om teren
 
                    	 
                      sì gran solempnità
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Cum fa quigi cantator
 
                    	 
                      suso en quella cità
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Davanço el Re de Gloria
 
                    	 
                      e la Soa maiestà
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Ke le soe voxe è tante
 
                    	 
                      e de gran concordança
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Ke l’una ascendo octava
 
                    	 
                      e l’altra en quinta canta,
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      E l’altra ge segunda
 
                    	 
                      con tanta deletança
 
 
                    	 
                      
 
                    	 
                      Ke mai oldia non fò
 
                    	 
                      sì dolcissima dança
 
  
              

            
 
             
              (There these blessed people rejoice with songs and tales, as I have told you, so that all the heavens and the air and the countries are filled with instruments and melodious voices. Their mouths never cease to praise the holy Trinity, true majesty, everyone singing with high-pitched head voice: “Sanctus sanctus sanctus”, with great feast. Such a great solemnity was never seen nor will be seen as the one that the singers are producing in that city before the King of Glory and His majesty. Their voices are so many and so concordant that one goes up an octave, another sings the fifth and the other follows with so much delight that such a sweet dance was never heard.)553
 
            
 
            In Paradiso XXVI, Beatrice performs the Sanctus in Italian along with the heavenly hosts, and it is the third song, after Dio laudamo (Paradiso XXIV, 114) and Sperino in te (Paradiso XXV, 73), to be sung in Italian. All three songs are likewise performed in the original Latin (Te deum in Purgatorio IX, 140; Sanctus in Paradiso VII, 1 and Paradiso XXVIII, 118; and Sperent in te in Paradiso XXV, 98), and the fact that they are all performed for a second time in Italian in this heaven (along with Io credo in uno Dio, the unsung prayer of Paradiso XXIV, 130 echoing the Nicene “Creed”) cannot be a coincidence: the translated hymns seem to connect to Adam’s upcoming discourse on natural language (Paradiso XXVI, 133 – 138), which concerns the original Hebrew form of the name of God. In these cantos, the vernacular creates an agonistic tension with Latin and replaces it even in formulas of a liturgical nature, which are supposedly unchangeable, perfect and stable. In other words, it presents itself here – as indeed elsewhere in the Commedia – in order to assert itself in its full victory. We can say, along with Gino Casagrande, that Dante attempts to express the inexpressible through sound.554 The fact that these songs are performed in the vernacular language may be a vestige of the poet’s experience listening to laud-singing, but Kevin Brownlee has argued that the reason that these songs are referenced in Italian – as if the original Latin versions were simply translations of the vernacular – is that they serve Dante’s self-representation as a successful and triumphant vernacular poet.555 Musical expression of joy in the Italian language seems to permeate all the antiphonal formulas and sacred songs of the eighth heaven: from Sperino in te to Santo, Santo, Santo to the powerful hymn opening Paradiso XXVII: “‘Al Padre, al Figlio, a lo Spirito Santo’ / cominciò, ‘gloria!’, tutto ’l paradiso” (“‘To the Father, to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost, / glory’, cried all the souls of Paradise”; Paradiso XXVII, 1 – 2). After all, these songs of praise all involve a summa dulcedo cantus, leading the pilgrim to a state of spiritual ecstasy (“sì che m'inebriava il dolce canto” [“and I became drunk on the sweetness of their song”]; Paradiso XXVII, 3), as he contemplates the joy and smile of the universe: “oh gioia! oh ineffabile allegrezza” (“O happiness! O joy beyond description!”; Paradiso XXVII, 7). It is no accident that all these hymns close with an Alleluia, in line with the jubilant expression of ineffable joy propounded by Augustine, Jerome, and Alain of Lille, just before the heaven’s holy choir falls silent and Peter, sharply changing tracks, launches into an intense invective against the corrupt popes.
 
           
          
            4 Polyphony in the Paradiso
 
            Many passages in Dante’s third canticle hint to or clearly indicate the fact that heaven’s soundscape is essentially polyphonic. However, some scholars display a strong aversion to the idea that any trace of polyphony can be identified in the sacred poem.556 Historical evidence points toward a world resounding with polyphonic songs in Dante’s time, at least of a simple, improvisatory sort that required no written notation. But there are indications that “artistic” – i. e., complex and notated on manuscripts – polyphony was not so foreign to Dante’s time and place.
 
            Indeed, musicologists were cautious with regard to the presence of a widespread polyphonic practice in Italy before the rise of the Italian Ars nova, which inaugurated the great polyphonic period in Italy with the works of Philippe de Vitry and Marchetto da Padova. The main reason for such wariness is the rarity of musical manuscripts with polyphonic notation in the peninsula before 1325 (the earliest date for polyphonic compositions, later copied in Codex Rossi 215 and dated 1370 – 1390). It was therefore considered unlikely or impossible for Dante to have known more or less elaborate forms of polyphony, despite large repertories of Parisian polyphony that were copied in thirteenth-century manuscripts circulating beyond the Alps. The Notre Dame school of polyphony, with its renowned masters Leoninus and Perotinus, flourished in the Parisian cathedral in the first half of the thirteenth century, and even before that time significant choral innovations took place in Chartres. The largest repertory of Notre Dame polyphony is MS Pluteo 29.1, held in Florence’s Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana. It contains hundreds of organa (i. e., polyphonic compositions) for three and four voices, and it arrived in Florence at least as early as 1456, as in that year an inventory of the Medici family assigns it to its proprietor, Piero Di Cosimo de Medici.557
 
            Starting in the 1960s, however, new musicological evidence allowed a more accurate reconstruction of the complex situation of polyphonic practice in Italy at the end of the thirteenth century. Franco Alberto Gallo documented the spread of musica mensurabilis from the second half of the thirteenth century in north-eastern Italy, more or less in the areas where Dante lived: Padua, Cesena, and Verona.558 Polyphonic musical culture and international influences bloomed in the Paduan university circles, thanks to students from France and teachers such as Peter of Abano who, before taking up his magisterium in Padua in 1305 – 1306, had been a doctor in Paris. Peter mentions French polyphonic motets in the Expositio problematum Aristotelis and measured music in the Conciliator. More evidence of the spread of polyphony includes Marchetto da Padova’s motet for three voices “Ave regina celorum – Mater innocencie – Ite [Joseph]”, probably performed during the inauguration of the Scrovegni Chapel, which was frescoed by Giotto and consecrated on 25 March 1305. Marchetto began his Lucidarium in the town of Cesena in 1309, then completed it in Verona around 1318. The Lucidarium, an important treatise with practical examples of liturgical polyphony, gained immediate fame in musical circles and was later the subject of controversy in the eyes of many composers and theorists such as Prosdocimus de Beldemandis, Giovanni Gallico and Ramos de Pareja. Alberto Gallo also recalls that French-style polyphonic organum was already being performed at the papal court of Innocent III and that the Pratica artis musice by Amerus Alvredus (an English priest in the service of Cardinal Ottobono Fieschi or Pope Adrian V, whom Dante places in purgatory) mentions the practice of measured polyphony.
 
            Some thirteenth-century manuscript evidence has been found in cities such as Florence, Siena, Lucca, Pistoia, and in some areas of Umbria and Padua.559 Particularly significant was the identification of MS 3005 (Florence, Biblioteca Riccardiana) as the Liber ordinalis of Santa Reparata, the cathedral of Florence in Dante’s day: this codex, which contains a text entitled Ritus in ecclesia servandi, can be dated to the early thirteenth century and describes the way in which one should sing in the city liturgy. It forbids polyphonic performances (cum organo) on two specific mournful occasions: during the Easter weekend (“In isto triduo nichil cum organo cantetur, nisi in Missa episcopali” [“During this period of three days nothing must be sung polyphonically, except in the episcopal Mass”] fol. 37v)560 and after the death of a canon (“Cum vero corpus defertur in ecclesiam vel in ecclesia[m] detinetur, nichil cantetur cum organo” [“While the body is carried in church, or is kept in the church, nothing must be sung with the organ”] fol. 115r).561 Certain songs from this important ordinal book, in particular Miserere and Asperges me from the 50th psalm, have been linked directly to the songs Dante mentions in Purgatorio XXXI.562 The polyphonic organum was a particularly frequent practice on solemn and festive occasions, as we also read in the Ordo officiorum of the cathedral of Lucca (Biblioteca Capitolare Feliniana ms. 608: “cum organo festive cantantur” fol. 33r–v; “sollempniter cum organo”, fol. 41v.),563 and if the compiler of the Florentine Ritus felt he had to forbid the practice explicitly on specific occasions, singing polyphonically must have been the norm rather than the exception.
 
            More evidence of polyphony in Dante’s time includes an example from Bonaiuto da Casentino, a musician from Borgo alla Collina – near Poppi, where Dante lived as a guest of the Conti Guidi – who worked in Rome beginning in 1291.564 Around 1301 Bonaiuto wrote a two-voice organum titled “Hec medela corporalis” (Vat. Lat. 2854, fols. 20 – 21v)565 dedicated to Boniface VIII, who notoriously detained Dante at his court from the autumn of 1301 until the beginning of 1302. Boniface died in 1303 and his library, inventoried in 1311, contained two manuscripts of notated polyphony with French conductus and motets. The manuscripts are now lost, but a description survives:
 
             
              34. Item unum de conductis et prosis et motectis, notatum ad modum organi cum multis lineis et notis, qui incipit in primo folio: «viderunt», et fi nit in penultimate: «glorie laus», et est in tabulis ligneis sine coprime et clausoriis;
 
            
 
             
              (A volume with conductus, prosae and motets, with notation in the manner of organum, with many parts and notes, beginning on the first page with “Viderunt” and ending on the last with “Glorie laus”; bound in wooden boards, without binding or clasps.)
 
            
 
             
              35. Item unum modicum librum similim precedentis in cantu, qui incipit in secundo folio: “minus” et finit in penultimate “coraige”.
 
            
 
             
              (Another volume, a small book similar to the first as far as the songs are concerned, the second page of which begins with “Minus” and which ends on the penultimate page with “Coraige”.)566
 
            
 
            The first of the two manuscripts (and the second is similar to the first) has no cover or clasps, and uses sturdy wooden boards instead of elegant vellum, which might suggest its function as a text for performance, not an object for display or representation. More recent musicology has also confirmed the importance of polyphonic tropes in Tuscany as early as the thirteenth century,567 many of which would have been familiar to Dante.568 Once Dante left Florence, he would have been exposed to additional active music scenes, especially in Verona, where Giacomino had written his De Ierusalem celesti (ca. 1275) describing the four-part Sanctus quoted above and where Immanuel Romano (ca. 1261 – 1335) – who possibly knew the Florentine poet, or at least knew of him569 – wrote his poem:
 
             
              Chitarre e liuti
 
              viole e flauti,
 
              voci alt'ed acute
 
              qui s'odon cantare.
 
              Qui boni cantori
 
              con intonatori
 
              e qui trovatori
 
              udrai concordare
 
            
 
             
              (Guitars and lutes, vielles and flutes, voices high and bright here are heard sounding Here fine singers with improvisors and here troubadours you will hear in accord)570
 
            
 
            Based on this significant musicological evidence, a consensus is forming about the diffusion of polyphonic forms – and not just the simple forms of the cantus planus binatim – as everyday practice in the liturgy of late thirteenth-century Italy. Nevertheless, Agostino Ziino warns of aspects that
 
             
              […] differenziano notevolmente il repertorio toscano da quello, contemporaneo, di Notre Dame. A tale proposito però bisogna considerare che la polifonia artistica di Notre Dame o ad essa collegata rappresenta molto probabilmente, anche nell’ambito della musica polifonica francese, il prodotto di una élite musicale che si pone al centro di un movimento culturale di avanguardia, improntato a un alto senso dell’arte e dei suoi valori. La pratica «normale», comune alla maggior parte delle chiese e dei conventi d’Europa, sarà stata presumibilmente di tipo più semplice ed estemporaneo, lontana nello stile, dagli artifici della polifonia «artistica».
 
            
 
             
              ([…] significantly differentiate the Tuscan repertoire from the contemporary one of Notre Dame. In this regard it must be considered that the artistic polyphony of Notre Dame, or that connected to it, probably represents, even in the context of French polyphonic music, the product of a musical elite which places itself at the centre of an avant-garde cultural movement, marked by a high sense of art and its values. The “normal” practice, common to most churches and convents in Europe, will presumably have been of a simpler and more extemporaneous kind, distant in style from the artifices of “artistic” polyphony.)571
 
            
 
            With all this in mind, we should carefully consider the descriptions of songs in Dante’s Paradiso (and in the last cantos of the Purgatorio),572 and ask ourselves whether they may be construed as polyphonic and, if so, how that affects the meaning of the passage. Among the clearest indications of a two-voice polyphonic setting is the Hosanna in the Heaven of Venus, when
 
             
                 E come in fiamma favilla si vede,
 
              e come in voce voce si discerne,
 
              quand’ una è ferma e altra va e riede
 
            
 
             
              (And, as one sees a spark within a flame / or hears, within a song, a second voice, / holding its note while the other comes and goes)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso VIII, 16 – 18)


                

              
 
            
 
            In these verses we read the description of an organum melismaticum for two voices, a rather widespread polyphonic practice with a certain simplicity of execution, which could be heard in Tuscan churches, as shown above and as Margaret Bent also suggests.573 The English scholar also considers Convivio I, v, 13: “E dicemo bello lo canto quando le voci di quello, secondo debito del l’arte, sono intra se rispondenti” (“and we call a song beautiful when its voices are harmonised according to the rules of the art”) as a possible reference to multi-voiced singing, in addition to Paradiso VI, 124 – 126 and Paradiso XXVIII, 94 – 96. In the first of these two passages, taking place in the Heaven of Mercury, emperor Justinian attacks the partisan wars of Italy while reinstating the empire’s role as the God-given institution intended to keep peace and harmony on earth. His speech employs a musical metaphor to explain concord in heaven, as opposed to divisions on earth:
 
             
                 Diverse voci fanno dolci note;
 
              così diversi scanni in nostra vita
 
              rendon dolce armonia tra queste rote.
 
            
 
             
              (Differing voices make sweet music. / Just so our differing ranks in this our life / create sweet harmony among these wheels.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso VI, 124 – 126)


                

              
 
            
 
            The use of the word “armonia” – recurring three times in the poem, all of them in the Paradiso (the above quote as well as Paradiso I, 68 and Paradiso XVII, 84) and with a specifically musical meaning – could be considered rather generic. However, in his Derivationes Uguccione da Pisa so defines it:
 
             
              ARMONIA, dulcoratio et consonantia plurimorum cantuum, unde armoniacus -a -um dulcis, suavis, delectabilis ut armonia idest communis cantus celi, et videtur armonia esse compositum ex ad, sed secundum antiquos mutatur d in r, et monos quod est unum, quasi ad unum, ubi omnes cantus ad unam consonantiam tendunt.
 
            
 
             
              (HARMONY, the sweetness and consonance of many voices, whence the adjective harmonic, meaning sweet, agreeable, delightful as the harmony of the common song of heaven, and it seems that harmony is composed of ad, but following the ancients d changed into r, and monos which means “one”, so with the meaning of “into one”, where all the songs tend to one harmony.)574
 
            
 
            Uguccione was Dante’s main lexicographical authority, so his definition of armonia as a specifically polyphonic practice should be valued to understand the Florentine poet’s use of the word. Furthermore, Johannes Balbus de Ianua575 and Bartolomaeus Anglicus (in De musica)576 give a similar definition for armonia, directly connected to sweet sounds polyphonically arranged. Thus, I would disagree with Margaret Bent’s assertion that “nothing in Dante’s mentions of music […] suggest[s] that he was musically adept beyond an acquaintance with the somewhat abstract theory of Isidore and Boethius as the sources for his definitions of harmony”.577
 
            In Paradiso VI, the “different voices” should be understood as the voces organales of a polyphonic organum sounding as the background music to Justinian’s explanation of the harmony that reigns among the blessed with different degrees of bliss in paradise. Nicola Fosca and Umberto Bosco (comm. ad loc.) express no doubts that here we are in the presence of a polyphonic performance. Fosca and Chiavacci Leonardi also quote Bonaventure: “sicut enim ex multitudine vocum unitarum secundum quamdam proportionem et harmoniam dulcedo cantus fit; sic ex multorum affectione harmonia spiritualis, placens Altissimo” (“As a sweet chant results from a great number of voices united in a certain proportion and harmony, so also a spiritual harmony pleasing to the Most High comes forth from the harmony of the love of many”).578 This passage by Bonaventure explicitly links musical harmony with spiritual and societal harmony, as the Franciscan theologian views the Church as “a union of rational men living in harmony and uniformity through harmonious and uniform observance of divine Law, harmonious and uniform adherence to divine peace, harmonious and uniform celebration of divine praise results from a great number of voices united”.579 Music does not only symbolise, but enacts the unity of harmony, which likewise occurs in Paradiso X–XIV, where Bonaventure plays a main role, along with Thomas Aquinas and twenty-two additional wise spirits, in the heavenly reconciliation between the mendicant orders of Francis and Dominic.
 
            The resplendent ambience of the Heaven of the Sun provides a glorious frame for the dance and song of the twenty-four theologians, whose immaculate performance strongly alludes to polyphony, especially in its use of the word tempra (“chord”), in which the blessed spirits fuse their voices even as they circle around Dante and Beatrice:
 
             
                 Indi come orologio che ne chiami
 
              ne l’ora che la sposa di Dio surge
 
              a mattinar lo sposo perché l’ami,
 
                 che l’una parte e l’altra tira e urge,
 
              tin tin sonando con sì dolce nota,
 
              che ’l ben disposto spirto d’amor turge;
 
                 così vid’io la gloriosa rota
 
              muoversi e render voce a voce in tempra
 
              e in dolcezza ch’esser non pò nota
 
                 se non cola dove gioir s’insempra.
 
            
 
             
              (Then, like a clock that calls us at the hour / when the bride of God gets up to sing / matins to her bridegroom, that he should love her still, / when a cog pulls one wheel and drives another, / chiming its ting-ting with notes so sweet / that the willing spirit swells with love, / thus I saw that glorious wheel in motion, / matching voice to voice in harmony / and with sweetness that cannot be known / except where joy becomes eternal.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso X, 139 – 148)


                

              
 
            
 
            It should come as no surprise that Bonaventure, the great thinker of Franciscan mysticism, is a protagonist of this singing and dance, especially when we keep in mind the mystical overtones of musical performance in Dante’s Paradiso. After all, in Paradiso I, 76 – 78 Dante had paraphrased precisely the Franciscan notion of excessus mentis:
 
             
                 Trasumanar significar per verba
 
              non si poria; però l'essemplo basti
 
              a cui esperienza grazia serba.
 
            
 
             
              (To soar beyond the human cannot be described / in words. Let the example be enough to one / for whom grace holds this experience in store.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso I, 70 – 72)


                

              
 
            
 
            These words, disclaiming the rational experience of the pilgrim and the poet’s ability to retell it in verse, reflect quite closely the Itinerarium mentis in Deum: “transitum et mentis excessum magis exemplo quam verbo” (“this passage and excess of the mind take place much more by example than by words”).580 As we have seen, Dante stages essential narrative portions of his “excessus of the mind”, because a description in words will fail him, as Bonaventure had foretold (“In hoc autem transitu, si sit perfectus, oportet quod relinquantur omnes intellectuales operations” [“Moreover in this passage, if it is to be perfect, all intellectual activities should be left behind”])581 and a different artistic medium must therefore be employed to evoke the experience. Dante thus resorts to music.
 
            Bonaventure’s visionary approach extends from the beginning of the Paradiso to the complex performance of Paradiso X–XIV, up to the final canto of the poem (where music has no place because the empyrean resides outside of time).582 Several passages from the Heaven of the Sun suggest that the theme of the singing here is the Trinity, starting with the incipit of Canto X, which describes the three people in a loving relationship:
 
             
                 Guardando nel suo Figlio con l'Amore
 
              che l'uno e l'altro etternalmente spira,
 
              lo primo e ineffabile Valore […]
 
            
 
             
              (Gazing on His Son with the Love / the One and the Other eternally breathe forth, the inexpressible and primal Power […])
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso X, 1 – 3)


                

              
 
            
 
            Further clues to the Trinitarian nature of the song then continue with its choreography, consisting of three laps of the blessed souls:
 
             
                 Poi, sì cantando, quelli ardenti soli
 
              si fuor girati intorno a noi tre volte,
 
              come stelle vicine a’ fermi poli,
 
            
 
             
              (When, with just such songs, those blazing suns / had three times made their way around us, / like stars right near the still and steady poles)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso X, 76 – 78)


                

              
 
            
 
            The subject matter eventually becomes evident in Paradiso XIII, where the topic of the theologians’ song is explicitly stated:
 
             
                 Lì si cantò non Bacco, non Peana,
 
              ma tre persone in divina natura,
 
              e in una persona essa e l'umana.
 
            
 
             
              (There they sang the praises not of Bacchus nor of Paean / but praised the divine nature in three Persons, / and in one Person sang that nature joined with man.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XIII, 25 – 27)


                

              
 
            
 
            The dogma of the Trinity receives a special musical and choreographic treatment, which helps the reader to understand the concept of spira, or “procession”, to use the theological term employed by Kenelm Foster.583 This important element of faith had received treatment and attention from many of the theologians who take part in the dance: Peter Abelard, Joachim of Fiore, Augustine, Boethius, Peter Lombard, Albert the Great, and Thomas Aquinas. The Trinitarian mystery is thus experienced through a mystical and performative approach using music, rather than a more typical rationalist exploration, such as the theological debate between Aquinas and radical Averroists such as Siger of Brabant, who is here dancing side by side with Aquinas in this canto.584 John A. Scott underscores Siger’s connection with fideistic arguments: “Siger, who had steadfastly refused to step outside the limits of human reason, now enjoys the extraordinary privilege of witnessing God’s demonstration of the supreme mystery of the Christian faith, the procession of the Holy Trinity”.585
 
            Musical performance, and namely polyphonic singing, serves a precise purpose in the poetic economy of the Paradiso: it bridges the gaps that verbal language – even Dante’s most refined versification – could not fill without evoking the performative arts. Elsewhere, music – polyphonic once again – emphasizes the solemnity of revelations, as with Cacciaguida’s prophecy that is accompanied by majestic organum:
 
             
                 Da indi, sì come viene ad orecchia
 
              dolce armonia da organo, mi viene
 
              a vista il tempo che ti s’apparecchia
 
            
 
             
              (And thus, as harmony’s sweet sound may rise / from mingled voices to the ear, so rises to my sight / a vision of the time that lies in store for you.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XVII, 43 – 45)


                

              
 
            
 
            While some commentators have wondered whether this organo (l. 44) should be understood as the pipe instrument or as vocal polyphony, we should note that the word organum in medieval Latin indicated – especially in the singular – a polyphonic vocal composition and, as we have seen, the term was in use in Dante’s Florence with precisely this meaning, since it is found in the Ritus in ecclesia servandi. An intertextual comparison between Paradiso XVII and the Tractatus de consonantiis musicalibus586 bears surprisingly similar results: where the author of the Tractatus describes the harmonic concordance of two sounds, i. e., the polyphonic organ (which Jacques discusses in Paragraphs 44 and 46 along with motets and conductus for church singing), we read:
 
             
              Est enim concordia duorum sonorum, diversorum vel plurium in eodem tempore prolatorum se compatientium harmonia uniformiter suaviterque veniens ad auditum.
 
            
 
             
              (A consonance between two sounds is a harmony of different or multiple notes in agreement, played at the same time, which reaches the ear evenly and sweetly.)587
 
            
 
            The passage from the Tractatus, as Raffello Monterosso reminds us in his entry on “Music” in the Enciclopedia dantesca, shows that the term “harmony” was already employed among music theorists in a technical sense to refer to polyphonic practice. Moreover, the similarity between “harmonia uniformiter suaviterque veniens ad auditum” and Dante’s verses “viene ad orecchia / dolce armonia da organo” appears remarkable. While it is unlikely that Dante was directly familiar with this specific technical treatise produced in northern Europe, we can nevertheless ask whether some of its parts or phrases circulated in other works, or whether the description of harmonic concord was a formula repeated in other texts that somehow reached Dante. This second hypothesis finds support in Dante’s use of what seems to be a recurring formula in many musical treatises. For example, the Lucidarium of Marchetto da Padova, an author geographically close to Dante, describes first consonance, then musical dissonance, referring to Boethius and Isidore of Seville:
 
             
              Consonantia est enim, teste Boetio, acuti soni gravisque mixtura suaviter uniformiterque auribus accidens: item ipsa consonantia est duarum vocum dissimilium in unum redacta concordia […]
 
            
 
             
              (Consonance, as Boethius testifies, is a mixture of a low- and a high-pitched sounds that strike the ears smoothly and evenly: likewise, consonance is the harmony of two dissimilar sounds reduced to one […])
 
            
 
             
              Dissonantia secundum Isidorum est duorum sonorum sibimet permixtorum, ad aurem veniens aspera atque iniucunda permixtio.
 
            
 
             
              (According to Isidore, dissonance is a mixture of two conjoined sounds which reaches the ear harsh and unpleasant.)588
 
            
 
            The next majestic musical performance in the Commedia takes place in Paradiso XXVIII, where the angelic orders in the Primum Mobile sing out “Hosanna” as the pilgrim approaches, and with their song they stay connected to the bright point of godly grace that binds them together:
 
             
                 Io sentiva osannar di coro in coro
 
              al punto fisso che li tiene a li ubi,
 
              e terrà sempre, ne' quai sempre fuoro.
 
            
 
             
              (From choir to choir I heard Hosanna sung / to the fixed point, which holds them – and forever shall –  / in those ubi that have always been theirs.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXVIII, 94 – 96)


                

              
 
            
 
            Constant J. Mews noted that the Latin expression in choro is regularly employed in Jerome’s Vulgate in reference to dancing and singing, an ambiguity implicit within classical usage.589 These lines might therefore hint at an angelic performance that includes both song and circular dance. The “Hosanna” heard in l. 94 will be described fully a few lines below, as the Hierarchies of Dominations, Virtues and Powers (ll. 121 – 123) perform it in a three-part setting:
 
             
                 L’altro ternaro […]
 
              perpetüalemente «Osanna» sberna
 
              con tre melode […]
 
            
 
             
              (The second triad […] / ever sings hosannas, the threefold strain / resounding in the threefold ranks)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXVIII, 115 – 119)


                

              
 
            
 
            This song should therefore be considered a three-part organum, since the angels perpetually sing three different melodies, and indeed that is how Margaret Bent and Raffaello Monterosso read this passage.590 The abundance of music in the third canticle performs an essential metaphysical function, providing non-verbal ways around the limitations of rational language with hints to the fragmented and often incomprehensible lyrics of polyphonic practices as they were known in northern Italy.
 
           
          
            5 Grand Finale
 
            The cessation of music does not imply an abrupt end of all performances: the language of performance continues with angelic plays (ludi) in the empyrean, a word choice that has caused Dante scholars to reflect on its connection to and reversal of the novo ludo (Inferno XXII, 118, see Ch. 2):
 
             
                 Poscia ne’ due penultimi tripudi
 
              Principati e Arcangeli si girano;
 
              l’ultimo è tutto d'Angelici ludi
 
            
 
             
              (The penultimate two of these festive throngs / are whirling Principalities and Archangels, / while the last one is all Angels at their play.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXVIII, 124 – 126)


                

              
 
            
 
            What is more, the word ludi is made to rhyme with tripudi, a term meaning “dances” with positive connotations in Patristic literature (especially Jerome and Ambrose)591 and scholastic theology (Honorius of Autun, ca. 1080 – 1140, and John Beleth, d. ca. 1185). The term often stands in opposition to ballationes and saltationes, which refer to dance in a more pejorative way.592 Tripudium, therefore, indicated an expression of joyful celebration of spiritual love, as Dante had employed it in Paradiso XII, 22 to describe the trinitarian dance of the theologians. When repeated in Paradiso XXVIII and applied to the dance of the angels, tripudium preludes the vision of the Trinitarian God, which will take place in Canto XXXIII, where music ends and the time of the narrative will merge with the time of its writing. But while music and time vanish at that point, the preceding cantos offer a few additional echoes of performative language, punctuating the narrative as the triumph of the angels plays (lude) and then fades from the pilgrim’s sight. Dante in turn moves his attention to Beatrice, reintroducing the poetics of praise (loda, l. 17), which harkens back to the earlier poetics of praise first introduced in Vita nuova XVIII, 6 (and stretches all the way to Paradiso XXX, 126), but here it is presented in the form of ineffability: all the praise for Beatrice which Dante has expressed in his work prior to this canto is not sufficient to fulfil what she is due (vice, l. 18):
 
             
                 Non altrimenti il trïunfo che lude
 
              sempre dintorno al punto che mi vinse,
 
              parendo inchiuso da quel ch'elli 'nchiude,
 
                 a poco a poco al mio veder si stinse:
 
              per che tornar con li occhi a Bëatrice
 
              nulla vedere e amor mi costrinse.
 
                 Se quanto infino a qui di lei si dice
 
              fosse conchiuso tutto in una loda,
 
              poca sarebbe a fornir questa vice.
 
                 La bellezza ch'io vidi si trasmoda
 
              non pur di là da noi, ma certo io credo
 
              che solo il suo fattor tutta la goda.
 
                 Da questo passo vinto mi concedo
 
              più che già mai da punto di suo tema
 
              soprato fosse comico o tragedo:
 
                 ché, come sole in viso che più trema,
 
              così lo rimembrar del dolce riso
 
              la mente mia da me medesmo scema.
 
            
 
             
              (Not otherwise the victory that revels / in eternal joy around the point that overcame me / and seems enclosed by that which it encloses / little by little faded from my sight, / so that, compelled by seeing nothing and by love, / I turned my eyes to gaze on Beatrice / If all things said of her up to this point / were gathered in a single hymn of praise, / it would be paltry, matched to what is due. / The beauty that I saw transcends / all thought of beauty, and I must believe / only its maker may savor it all. / I declare myself defeated at this point / more than any poet, whether comic or tragic, / was ever thwarted by a topic in his theme, / for, like sunlight striking on the weakest eyes, / the memory of the sweetness of that smile / deprives my mind of my mental powers.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXX, 19 – 27)


                

              
 
            
 
            Alluding to the elements of theatre (trïunfo, lude) while revealing and “unmasking” (as explicitly stated in l. 91) the identities of the blessed, this passage brings together rhetorical devices of a phonetic quality such as homeoteleuta (lude/loda), the poetics of praise, the transcendent, ineffable beauty of Beatrice and of celestial visions, and a reprise of the poetic genres of comedy and tragedy. Because the matter of paradise exceeds the expressive potential of the traditional literary genres, “the poem of the triumph of Beatrice needs a new genre, one that Dante has defined at Paradiso XXV, 73, and that shares with David’s psalms, expressing his love for God, the generic tag of tëodia (god song)”,593 a genre that Francesco Tateo has defined as being joyful and sublime like a hymn,594 and, I add, a genre that elevates its tone through its constant evocation of song and vocalised praise. Only through the poetic use of the power of music can this new genre attempt to describe heaven: the neologism teodìa (Paradiso XXV, 73) expresses this genre, according to Barolini, because otherwise Dante would be defeated, more so than any poet writing in a traditional genre (“comico ο tragedo” l. 24) would be.595 Dante here invokes such poetic distinctions
 
             
              […] in order to underscore the fact that they belong to an unredeemed world, a linear world of hierarchized schematization, and that whereas such poets, existing within the limitations of conventional genres, in fact could not attend such a description, he – the poet whose method cancels the old oppositional distinctions between tragedy/comedy and high/low in an all-embracing circularity – can and does undertake it.596
 
            
 
            In Paradiso XXX, 38 – 39, the pilgrim and his guide enter the empyrean, leaving the physical world in order to pass into the metaphysical realm. Here, a breath-taking display of luminescent souls forms a river (Paradiso XXX, 61 – 69) of bright globes with synaesthetic effects (“come inebrïate da li odori” [“intoxicated by the odors”]) which will lead the bedazzled eyes of the pilgrim to contemplate the white rose in a “dialectical dance of the gaze”.597
 
             
                 poi, come inebrïate da li odori,
 
              riprofondavan sé nel miro gurge,
 
              e s'una intrava, un'altra n'uscia fori.
 
            
 
             
              (Then, as though intoxicated by the odors, / they plunged once more into the marvelous flood, / and, as one submerged, another would come forth.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXX, 67 – 69)


                

              
 
            
 
            The angels enter and leave the river like bees around a flower (Paradiso XXXI, 7). This flower is the White Rose in which angels and the blessed souls (Paradiso XXXI, 2 – 3) sit in the glory of their eternal existence. The language of theatre does not end yet, as the poet insert a few more subtle references to the unmasking of actors during a feast:
 
             
                 Poi, come gente stata sotto larve,
 
              che pare altro che prima, se si sveste
 
              la sembianza non süa in che disparve,
 
                 così mi si cambiaro in maggior feste
 
              li fiori e le faville, sì ch'io vidi
 
              ambo le corti del ciel manifeste.
 
                 O isplendor di Dio, per cu' io vidi
 
              l'alto trïunfo del regno verace,
 
              dammi virtù a dir com'ïo il vidi!
 
            
 
             
              (Then, like people wearing masks, / once they put off the likeness not their own / in which they hid, seem other than before, / the flowers and the sparks were changed before my eyes / into a greater celebration, so that I saw, / before my very eyes, both courts of Heaven. / O splendor of God, by which I saw / the lofty triumph of the one true kingdom, / grant me the power to tell of what I saw!)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXX, 91 – 99)


                

              
 
            
 
            The rhetoric that again alludes to the performative aspects of theology (ludens, as Mazzotta defined it) is here aimed at an “unmasking”, as it were, which reveals clearly and unimpeded the divine beauties, including Beatrice who now resumes her seat in the White Rose, with Bernard replacing her as theological guide in this last portion of the journey (Paradiso XXXI, 59).
 
            The idea of representing the blessed and the angels as the petals of a magnificent mystical rose could perhaps have contributed to the architectural feature of the rose windows (rosoni), found in Gothic churches such as San Zeno, the cathedral of Verona,598 which were built in the late twelfth century. This fascinating argument received both support and opposition among various critics, and certainly Enrico Fenzi was correct in pointing to the rich literary history of the rose allegory, with the French Roman de la Rose indicating another textual indicator.599 

            
              [image: ] 
                Fig. 17: Giovanni di Paolo, From the British Library Collection, Ms. Yates Thompson 36, fol. 185r (ca. 1444 – 1450).
 
             
            Here I will instead support another hypothesis (without necessarily ruling out the other two theories, as all three could quite possibly coexist): namely that the White Rose which holds the saved, including unbaptised infants (Paradiso XXXII, 45), and even future Christians deserving of heaven (such as Henry VII in Paradiso XXX, 136), is a celestial mirror image of an amphitheatre, whose inverted and perverse double was overshadowed in the structure of hell (Ch. 1, p. 24 – 26). This analogy of the White Rose as an amphitheatre is not novel: it is found repeatedly – though with little or no elaboration – in many modern commentaries such as those of Francesco D’Ovidio, Mario Apollonio, Anna Maria Chiavacci Leonardi, Robert Hollander, Nicola Fosca, and Natalino Sapegno.600 But where does this analogy begin, and is it tenable?
 
            Dante’s White Rose is divided in two parts: a round set of circular rows composed of two halves, whose seats are filled with the souls of those who believed in Christ to come and by those who believed in Christ after the incarnation. It was Francesco da Buti – acknowledged only by Sapegno and Sbacchi601 – who first evoked the image of a theatre, and namely the arena of Verona, indeed one of the best-preserved Roman amphitheatres today:
 
             
              [Dante] figura che intorno al detto lume siano sedie in tondo, l’una più alta che l’altra, come sono gradi nell’arena di Verona, sicchè pognano che ‘l lume fusse giù nel fondo, e per li gradi in torno fusseno l’anime beate.
 
            
 
             
              (Dante imagines that around the said light there are seats in a circle, one higher than the other, like stalls one below the other in the arena of Verona, so that they assume that the light comes from below in the middle, and in the surrounding stalls there were blessed souls.)602
 
            
 
            While Dante never mentions the word theatre or amphitheatre, his choice of words seems closely related to the description of amphitheatres given by Isidore of Seville in his Etymologies, then followed verbatim by Raban Maur. It is also noteworthy that the amphitheatre is described in conjunction with a labyrinth, since, as Sbacchi notes, Dante’s hell is often described using the same architectural language:
 
             
              Amphitheatrum vero vocatum quod ex duobus sit theatris conpositum. Nam amphitheatrum rotundum est, theatrum vero ex medio amphitheatrum est, semicirculi figuram habens. Labyrinthus est perplexis parietibus aedificium, qualis est apud Cretam a Daedalo factus, ubi fuit Minotaurus inclusus; in quo si quis introierit sine glomere lini, exitum invenire non valet. Cuius aedificii talis est situs ut aperientibus fores tonitruum intus terribile audiatur: descenditur centenis ultra gradibus; intus simulacra et monstrificae effigies, in partes diversas transitus innumeri per tenebras, et cetera ad errorem ingredientium facta, ita ut de tenebris eius ad lucem venire inpossibile videatur. Quattuor sunt [autem] labyrinthi; primus Aegyptius, secundus Creticus, tertius in Lemno, quartus in Italia; omnes ita cunstructi ut dissolvere eos nec saecula quidem possint.603
 
            
 
             
              And an amphitheater (amphitheatrum) is so called because it is composed of two theaters (cf. αμφι, “on both sides”), for an amphitheater is round, but a theater consists of half an amphitheater, having the shape of a semicircle. A labyrinth (labyrinthus) is a structure with intricate walls, of the kind made at Crete by Daedalus where the Minotaur was shut in. If anyone should enter into it without a ball of twine he would not be able to find the way out. This building is so situated that, for those who open its doors, a terrifying thunder is heard within. It slopes down more than a hundred steps. Inside are images and monstrous effigies, innumerable passages heading every which way in the darkness, and other things done to confuse the way of those who have entered, so that it seems impossible to pass from its darkness to the light. There are four labyrinths: first the Egyptian, second the Cretan, the third in Lemnos, the fourth in Italy. All were so constructed that not even the ages can destroy them.)604
 
            
 
            Even if Dante does not make explicit reference to a specific structure, many of Isidore’s architectural terms for an amphitheatre also appear in Paradiso XXX–XXXII, in the description of the White Rose, suggesting that the Florentine poet envisioned the heavenly abode of the blessed as an edifice:
 
             
                 sì, soprastando al lume intorno intorno,
 
              vidi specchiarsi in più di mille soglie
 
              quanto di noi là sù fatto ha ritorno.
 
                 E se l’infimo grado in sé raccoglie
 
              sì grande lume, quanta è la larghezza
 
            
 
             
              (so I saw, rising above the light and all around it / mirrored in more than a thousand tiers,
 
               / all those of us who have returned on high. / And, if the lowest of its ranks encloses
 
               / a light so large, how vast is the expanse containing / the farthest petals of this rose?)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXX, 112 – 117)


                

              
 
            
 
             
                 «e se riguardi sù nel terzo giro
 
              dal sommo grado, tu la rivedrai
 
              nel trono che suoi merti le sortiro»
 
            
 
             
              (“If you raise your eyes to the third circle / below the highest tier, you shall see her again, / now on the throne her merits have assigned”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXXI, 67 – 69)


                

              
 
            
 
             
                 «puoi tu veder così di soglia in soglia
 
              giù digradar, com’io ch’a proprio nome
 
              vo per la rosa giù di foglia in foglia.
 
                 E dal settimo grado in giù, sì come
 
              infino ad esso, succedono Ebree,
 
              dirimendo del fior tutte le chiome;
 
                 perché, secondo lo sguardo che fée
 
              la fede in Cristo, queste sono il muro
 
              a che si parton le sacre scalee».
 
            
 
             
              (“may be seen there, one beneath the other, / in their ordered ranks, while I, pausing for each name, / move petal by petal down through the rose. / And downward from the seventh tier, or up, / parting all the petals of this flower, / are the appointed seats of Hebrew women. / For, according to whether in their faith / they looked forward to Christ or back, / this is the wall that separates the sacred tiers”).
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXXII, 13 – 21)


                

              
 
            
 
             
                 «da l’altra parte onde sono intercisi
 
              di vòti i semicirculi, si stanno
 
              quei ch’a Cristo venuto ebber li visi.
 
                 E come quinci il glorïoso scanno
 
              de la donna del cielo e li altri scanni […]»
 
            
 
             
              (“On the other side, where the semi-circles / those who kept their eyes on Christ already come. And just as here the glorious seat / of heaven's lady and the other seats beneath it […]”)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXXII, 25 – 29)


                

              
 
            
 
            The White Rose appears as a sort of celestial amphitheatre in which each blessed soul occupies a seat (scanno), or as “a round stadium-rose”,605 with descending rows in imitation of a real theatre house, but also in opposition to the structure of hell which, as shown in Ch. 1 (p. 24 – 26), was often viewed as an amphitheatre with rows of sloping seats. This analogy occurs not only in Thurkill’s vision but in Dante’s hell, which employs the same language as was convincingly argued by Sbacchi.606 Minos judges each soul and
 
             
                 vede qual loco d’inferno è da essa;
 
              cignesi con la coda tante volte
 
              quantunque gradi vuol che giù sia messa
 
            
 
             
              (decides what place in Hell is fit for it, / then coils his tail around himself to count / how many circles down the soul must go.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno V, 10 – 12)


                

              
 
            
 
            The pilgrim and his guide must flee the bolgia of the thief by climbing the same stairs they had first descended:
 
             
                 Noi ci partimmo, e su per le scalee
 
              che n’avea fatto iborni a scender pria,
 
              rimontò ’l duca mio e trasse mee
 
            
 
             
              (We left that place and, on those stairs / that turned us pale when we came down, / my leader now climbed back and drew me up.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Inferno XXVI, 13 – 15)


                

              
 
            
 
            Back in the Empyrean, a modern reader might even construe Bernard’s naming of the blessed as a dramatis personae (a later concept of Renaissance theatre which, unlike the architecture of an amphitheatre, would not have been known to Dante) of the entire canticle: the protagonists of the poem’s third canticle appear all together at the end of the show, with yet more architectural elements (i terzi sedi, l.7 “the third tier of the seats”; scanno/scanni, “seat/seats”, ll. 28 – 29; grado, “row”, l. 40) as well as one more evocation of the most referenced psalm (Miserere, Psalm 50) in the poem:
 
             
                 Ne l’ordine che fanno i terzi sedi,
 
              siede Rachel di sotto da costei
 
              con Bëatrice, sì come tu vedi.
 
                 Sarra e Rebecca, Iudìt e colei
 
              che fu bisava al cantor che per doglia
 
              del fallo disse ‘Miserere mei’
 
                 puoi tu veder così di soglia in soglia
 
              giù digradar, com' io ch'a proprio nome
 
              vo per la rosa giù di foglia in foglia.
 
            
 
             
              (Below her, in the order / formed by the third tier of the seats, / as you can see, Rachel sits with Beatrice. / Sarah and Rebecca, Judith and she –  / great-grandmother of that singer who, / grieving for his sin, cried: “Miserere mei” –  / may be seen there, one beneath the other, / in their ordered ranks, while I, pausing for each name, / move petal by petal down through the rose.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXXII, 7 – 15)


                

              
 
            
 
            A musical performance majestically celebrates the final apparition of the Paradiso’s protagonists with the Archangel Gabriel leading a Hail Mary sung in responsorial by the heavenly court:
 
             
                 e quello amor che primo lì discese,
 
              cantando «Ave, Maria, gratïa plena»,
 
              dinanzi a lei le sue ali distese.
 
                 Rispuose a la divina cantilena
 
              da tutte parti la beata corte,
 
              sì ch’ogne vista sen fé più serena.
 
            
 
             
              (and the loving spirit that had first descended, / singing “Ave Maria, gratia plena” / hovered before her with his wings outspread. / From every side the blessed court all sang, / responding to the solemn sacred chant, / so that each face became more luminous with joy.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXXII, 94 – 99)


                

              
 
            
 
            This song is followed by another Hosanna, this time sung by Mary’s mother, Anna, intent on contemplating her daughter:
 
             
                 Di contr’a Pietro vedi sedere Anna,
 
              tanto contenta di mirar sua figlia,
 
              che non move occhio per cantare osanna
 
            
 
             
              (Look at Anna, where she sits across from Peter, / so content merely to gaze upon her daughter / she does not move her eyes as she sings hosanna.)
 
            
 
             
              
                
                      	
                        (Paradiso XXXII, 133 – 135)


                

              
 
            
 
            One could imagine these songs of Hail Mary and Hosanna alternating in the Empyrean, probably both performed by the entire heavenly court, if we heed Jacopo della Lana, who glosses Anna’s Hosanna specifying that “tutti cantano Osanna in excelsis”.
 
            This last song concludes the long repertory of musical performances in the Paradiso: because God’s abode is located outside of time, no more music is possible afterwards. To borrow the words of musicologist William Mahrt,
 
             
              God is outside of time, and music inside of time, music is not an attribute of God. It is inconceivable that God should have sung in the Commedia. To be sure, God is seen as creator of motion, and thus of music, but he is himself unmoved and beyond music. So as Dante approaches the vision of God, there is no more talk of music.607
 
            
 
            Time and motion draw to an end, casting the two songs from Paradiso XXXII as the last of the poem because, as music theorist Johannes de Muris explained in his Notitiae artis musicae (1319 – 1321), there can be no music outside of time and motion:
 
             
              vox generatur cum motu, cum sit de genere successivorum. Ideo quando fit, est, sed cum facta est, non est. Successio non est sine motu. Tempus inseparabiliter consequitur motum. Igitur vocem necessario oportet tempore mensurari. Est autem tempus mensura motus.
 
            
 
             
              (Sound is generated by motion, which occurs in succession. Succession cannot occur without motion. Time is inseparable from motion. Therefore sound of necessity must be measured by time. So time is the measure of motion.)608
 
            
 
            The three Cantos dedicated to the Empyrean, before the final vision of God, build a lyrical and performative tension that preludes the supreme vision. This tension is a reflection of the metaphysical force behind Heaven’s structure: it represents an orderly cosmos teeming with energy and supernatural visions. The final songs of Hail Mary and Hosanna conclude a ninety-nine-canto long musical journey with the majestic setting of a celestial amphitheatre, the White Rose symbolising the redeemed purity of love for the Virgin. The likely allusion to the Roman de la Rose allows the poet to reappropriate and resemanticise the vernacular love poetry tradition all the way back to its French origins.
 
            The singing ends in Paradiso XXXII, with the last music performance in Dante’s Commedia. There can be no new musical performance strictly speaking because God’s abode is located outside of time. To borrow the words of musicologist William Mahrt, God is outside of time, and music inside of time, music is not an attribute of God. It is inconceivable that God should have sung in the Commedia. To be sure, God is seen as creator of motion, and thus of music, but he is himself unmoved and beyond music. So as Dante approaches the vision of God, there is no more talk of music, as de Muris explained.609
 
            The poet’s use of musical performance, staging, and dramatisation in the Paradiso is a choice dictated by the doctrinal and abstract nature of the canticle’s core subject matter. Thanks to these poetic artifices, Dante makes creative use of his virtuosic ability to describe vividly and realistically – even in the case of celestial visions. The magnificent architectural artistry and the “sweet symphony of Paradise” – all the sweeter following pauses like the one in Paradiso XXI – are theologically necessary due to the insufficiency of the pilgrim’s mortal senses which, paradoxically, are unable to tolerate the power of heaven’s music. Nevertheless, the narrative alternation of sound and silence, of pause and performance, makes even the most complex theological themes accessible to the poem’s readers.
 
           
        
 
      
       
         
          Conclusions
 
        
 
         
          The hermeneutic intent of this book is to propose a “performative” reading of the Commedia, paying critical attention to the steps and mechanisms that determine its action. Dante was well aware that his use of a young and yet-to-be-shaped language to represent the Christian afterlife would pose both risks and poetic opportunities, and he brought to life – for himself as well as his readers – the experience of being immersed in a culture of performance in which poetry, declamation, action, song and movement interacted in a natural and profound way. The book utilizes this holistic gaze to guide the reader through Dante’s world. The cultural framework of the European Middle Ages – and perhaps of the Italian poetic tradition in particular, which was so deeply rooted in theological contemplation from the time of St. Francis of Assisi and Guittone of Arezzo – cannot be fully understood without overcoming the ever-growing barrier between cultured and popular, between writing and orality, between the strictly literary register and other forms of artistic or popular expression. The Commedia is first and foremost a highly sophisticated poetic work, conceived to exist within the literary tradition and constructed with the foundational elements and devices of literature. At the same time, it opens gateways to performative and popular traditions. As Aron Gurevich warned us, “the process of the ‘birth’ of purgatory must also be examined within the history of medieval popular culture, and not only in the context of the culture of intellectuals”.610 Indeed, the same could be said for the broader poetic project of the Commedia, with its unique blend of high and low registers, popular and scholarly themes, devilish performances and divine dance.
 
          The afterlife, as Dante imagines it, vibrates with realism, action, and emotion: even the most theoretical or doctrinal passages of the poem are illuminated by the liveliness of motion and dialogue, which gives the matter a more personal and poignant feel, as for example in Beatrice’s explanation of the optical reflection of a candle’s light into a series of mirrors:
 
           
               Tre specchi prenderai; e i due rimovi
 
            da te d'un modo, e l'altro, più rimosso,
 
            tr'ambo li primi li occhi tuoi ritrovi.
 
          
 
           
            (Take three mirrors, placing two at equal distance / from you, letting the third, from farther off, / also meet your eyes, between the other two.)
 
          
 
           
            
              
                    	
                      (Paradiso II, 97 – 99)


              

            
 
          
 
          Beatrice, here in the role of a Doctor of Theology, teaches Dante about optical physics by placing him within the scene: she has him perform the “lab work”, lift the mirrors, and move his eyes, so that the readers envision an animated and interactive scene. The poet accomplishes such lively and engrossing results thanks to the literary representation of performance in its many manifestations. This book has explored the ways in which Dante’s Commedia fruitfully and consciously exploits the readers’ common experience as spectators, bringing to mind performative events such as drama within the liturgical office, the singing of psalms, a ritual gesture, even daring and controversial dance performances. The poem contains “narrative representations of mime and pageant, with words portraying events the dramatic impact of which is primarily non-verbal”.611 Without such expressive force grounded in the shared experience of his contemporary readers, who lived within a culture of performance, how could a poet possibly represent heaven and hell, supreme good and absolute evil, the most exquisite beauty and the darkest of horrors, all in the same poem, in the same language, in a single narrative arch?
 
          Thus, the theatricality on display in Inferno XXI–XX, for example, can be viewed through a Bakhtinian lens, which epitomizes the “world upside-down” of Carnivalesque feasts. Here, the rhetorical formulas and structures that characterize literary genres are ripe for analysis, starting from the notion of Stilsprachen (or historical semantics, the history of technical terms, as proposed by Karl Vossler and Leo Spitzer) which proves that Dante penned sections of his Commedia using the lexical, rhetorical and structural characteristics of theatrical language. Elsewhere, textual references point directly and clearly to modes of performance present in the everyday lives of the poet and his readers, such as the singing of “In exitu Israel de Aegypto” (Psalm 112, Purgatorio II, 46), which was performed to a tonus peregrinus (pilgrim tune), a melody that moved around two tonal notes, down and up, thus musically mimicking the spiritual and physical itinerary of all pilgrims, including the pilgrim in the poem.
 
          This approach should also be applied to our silent reading of the poem, especially for certain passages of particular performative relevance, such as the incipit of the twenty-seventh canto of the Paradiso:
 
           
               «Al Padre, al Figlio, a lo Spirito Santo»,
 
            cominciò, «gloria!» tutto 'l paradiso,
 
            sì che m'inebrïava il dolce canto.
 
          
 
           
            (“To the Father, to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost, / glory”, cried all the souls of Paradise, / and I became drunk on the sweetness of their song.)
 
          
 
           
            
              
                    	
                      (Paradiso XXVII, 1 – 3)


              

            
 
          
 
          Without appropriate vocalization—or at the very least a mental rhythmic reading—of these lines, without the dilation of the vowels as explicitly indicated by the dialefe in Line 3, without the proper rhythm and full sound of this passage, without the sweet song that inebriates the pilgrim and reader alike, even paradise would not be il Paradiso.
 
          Dante’s Commedia presents itself as a subtly performative work, making frequent use of references to music, dance, and drama, from sacred dramas to street performances, diableries, and carnival performances. It explores and challenges the border between the cultural contexts at the root of these performative poetic passages, and the rhetorical effect on readers of their poetic rendering. By animating the story and theological treatment with performance, the poetry of the Commedia successfully depicts the lowliest depths of damnation and the loftiest tiers of heaven, conveying emotions and meaning that would otherwise be difficult to transmit through text.
 
          Thus, one can perhaps recontextualize Paul Zumthor’s words about the problematic autonomy of written literature in the vernacular: “[m]edieval writing was never completely autonomous especially when it transcribed the vernacular”.612 Here Zumthor was referring primarily to oral texts in the vernacular which were later transcribed for the sake of memorization and preservation; however, the brilliance of Dante’s Commedia highlights and exalts the importance of the voice that sounds in each reader’s mind, an interplay between the role of the author and the role of the reader, who in turn becomes a kind of actor embodying the text: “The ‘author’ is the lay equivalent of the divine speaker, the Dictator of Writing (with a capital W, an equivalent whose first and still sporadic manifestations occurred in the second half of the twelfth century). The ‘actor’ on the other hand is the interpreter performing a poetry conceived as total presence”.613 If Dante is indeed the divine speaker of his poem, then we as readers cannot but be, in our own manner, actors and interpreters of his sounding poetry.
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              	alleluia

              	Amalek
                
                  	Amalekite

                


              	amphitheatre

              	Anchises

              	angel
                
                  	angelic orders

                  	archangel

                  	guardian angel

                


              	Annunciation

              	Antichrist

              	antiphon

              	Apollo

              	Arcadia

              	ark of the covenant

              	Ars nova

              	Assaracus

              	athlete

              	athletics

              	Ave Maria

              	baptism

              	Barbariccia

              	barrator

              	Beato Angelico

              	Belacqua

              	bell
                
                  	bellmen

                  	church bell

                


              	Bertran de Born

              	Bible
                
                  	biblical

                


              	Bonconte da Montefeltro

              	Book of Cerne

              	Botticelli, Sandro

              	Cacciaguida

              	Cain

              	Calcabrina

              	Calendimaggio

              	Cangrande della Scala
                
                  	Epistle to Cangrande

                


              	canon

              	caribo

              	carnival
                
                  	carnival feasts

                  	carnival plays

                  	carnival songs

                


              	carole

              	Casella

              	Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti

              	Celestine V (Pietro da Morrone)

              	Cerberus

              	cetra

              	characteres dicendi

              	chariot
                
                  	Chariot of the Church

                


              	Charon

              	chorea
                
                  	chorea stellarum

                


              	choreography

              	Christ
                
                  	Christ and the Church

                


              	Christianity

              	Christmas

              	Christological

              	chronicle
                
                  	chronicler

                


              	church

              	Ciampolo of Navarre

              	circle

              	circulata melodia

              	circus

              	city

              	Clement V (Raymond Bertrand de Got)

              	Cleophas

              	clock
                
                  	clockmaking

                  	clockwork

                


              	comedy

              	Commedia

              	Commedia dell’arte

              	communication
                
                  	dialogic communication

                  	modes of communication

                


              	compline

              	conflictus

              	contrasto

              	Convivio

              	corti bandite

              	Count Ugolino

              	dance
                
                  	Dance of Death

                  	dance performance

                  	dancer

                


              	Dardanus

              	David
                
                  	David’s dance

                


              	deformity

              	deus ex machina

              	devil

              	De vulgari eloquentia

              	diablerie
                
                  	grande diablerie

                  	petite diablerie

                


              	diacritics

              	dialogue
                
                  	dialogicity

                


              	Dido

              	Dis

              	discursum per plateam

              	Dolce stilnovo

              	domus

              	Donati, Piccarda

              	Draghignazzo

              	drama
                
                  	dramatic

                  	dramatisation

                  	liturgical drama

                


              	dramaturgy

              	earthly paradise

              	Easter
                
                  	Easter play

                  	Eastertide

                


              	Eden

              	empyrean

              	endophasic

              	Erinys

              	eroticism

              	Eunoè

              	Eve

              	excessus mentis

              	exophasic

              	farce

              	Farinata degli Uberti

              	feast
                
                  	feast of Calendimaggio

                  	feast of fools

                  	feast of Saint John

                  	feast of the Annunciation

                


              	female piety

              	figura Christi

              	flagellantes

              	Fourth Council of the Lateran

              	Franciscan
                
                  	Franciscan laude

                  	Franciscan order

                  	Franciscan poetry

                  	Spiritual Franciscans

                


              	Frederick II

              	frenzy

              	frogs

              	Furies

              	Gabriel

              	gender
                
                  	gender and performativity

                  	gender conflation

                  	gender inversion

                  	non-binary gender

                  	transgender

                


              	genre

              	gesture
                
                  	prayer gesture

                


              	Ghibelline

              	Giotto di Bondone

              	Glockenspiel

              	glossolalia

              	Good Friday

              	Gospel of Nicodemus

              	Graffiacane

              	griffon

              	grotesque

              	Guelph

              	Guido da Montefeltro

              	gymnastics

              	Harlequin

              	harmony

              	harrowing of hell

              	heaven
                
                  	Heaven of Jupiter

                  	Heaven of Mercury

                  	Heaven of Saturn

                  	Heaven of the Fixed Stars

                  	Heaven of the Moon

                  	Heaven of the Sun

                  	Heaven of Venus

                


              	hell

              	Hercules

              	heresy

              	Higbald, Bishop of Lindisfarne

              	histriones

              	Holy Saturday

              	homeoteleuta

              	hybridity

              	hypotyposis

              	Ilus

              	Incarnation

              	infernal hunt

              	insufficiency of language

              	intrat

              	Isaiah

              	James (brother of Jesus)

              	jester

              	Jeu d’Adam

              	John the Apostle

              	John the Baptist

              	jongleur

              	joust

              	Jubilee

              	jubilus

              	Justinian

              	Küchenhumor

              	Latona

              	laud
                
                  	Laudario

                  	laud singing

                


              	Lethe

              	Libicocco

              	Limbo

              	Lippi, Filippino

              	loci deputati

              	Louis II

              	Lucidarium

              	ludo

              	Luke

              	Lycians

              	madness

              	Malacoda

              	Malanotte

              	Malaspina, Currado

              	Maldicorpo

              	mansion

              	Mary

              	mask
                
                  	unmasking

                


              	Mass

              	Matelda

              	Medusa

              	melisma

              	metaphorisation

              	mime

              	mimesis

              	Minos

              	mnemonic device

              	monophony

              	Montecassino

              	Moses

              	Mount Purgatory

              	music
                
                  	instrumental music

                  	musical instrument

                  	musical performance

                  	musica mensurabilis

                


              	musician

              	Myriam

              	mystery play

              	mysticism
                
                  	Franciscan mysticism

                  	Sufi mysticism

                


              	Nebuchadnezzar

              	Nicholas III

              	Officium peregrinorum

              	Officium quarti militis

              	orality
                
                  	oral culture

                  	oral literature

                  	oral performance

                  	oral reception

                  	oral tradition

                


              	ordinal book

              	Ordinarium ecclesiae parmensis

              	Ordo prophetarum

              	organum

              	Orpheus

              	paganism

              	palio

              	pantomime

              	parade

              	parody

              	Passione di Montecassino

              	passion play

              	pastourelle

              	performance
                
                  	liturgical performance

                  	responsorial performance

                  	street performance

                


              	performativity

              	Persephone

              	Peter

              	Peter of Aragon

              	piazza

              	Pirithous

              	plainchant

              	planus binatim

              	platea

              	plazer

              	Plutus

              	poetry
                
                  	courtly poetry

                  	love poetry

                  	lyric poetry

                


              	polyphony

              	Portinari, Beatrice

              	Primum Mobile

              	procession

              	Processo a Satanasso

              	Proserpina

              	psalm

              	purgatory

              	Quem quaeritis

              	realism

              	resurrection

              	revelation

              	rhetoric

              	rhetorical device

              	Rhetorica ad Herennium

              	ridda

              	Ripheus

              	ritmo

              	Roman de la Rose

              	rondeau

              	rota

              	Sacrato poema

              	sacred song

              	Salome

              	Satan

              	Schicchi, Gianni

              	scholasticism

              	Scrovegni Chapel

              	scurra

              	seat

              	silent reading

              	sirventese

              	snake

              	spectacle

              	spira

              	stage
                
                  	stage directions

                  	stage master

                


              	sword

              	synesthesia

              	tableau vivant

              	Tedaldo degli Elisei

              	temporality

              	tempra

              	tenzone

              	Terpsichore

              	textuality

              	Thais

              	theatre
                
                  	classical theatre

                  	Roman theatre

                


              	theatricality
                
                  	theatrical device

                  	theatrical performance

                  	theatrical space

                


              	theology
                
                  	theologian

                


              	Theseus

              	tragedy
                
                  	Greek tragedy

                


              	Trajan

              	transmedial

              	tresca

              	Trinity

              	tripudium

              	troubadour

              	underworld

              	usus scribendi

              	Valley of the Rulers

              	Venus

              	vernacular

              	via crucis

              	Virtues
                
                  	cardinal virtues

                  	theological virtues

                


              	Visconti, Nino

              	visionary

              	Visio Pauli

              	Visio Thurkilli

              	Visio Tnugdali

              	Visitatio sepulchri

              	White Rose

              	Winchester troper
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